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to Ray 


I’m a general guide—to ‘Europe,’ 
don’t you know? I wait for people 
—I put them through. I pick them 
up—I set them down. I’m a sort of 
superior ‘courier-maid.’ I’m a 
companion at large. I take people, 
as I’ve told you, about. I never 
sought it—it has come to me. It 
has been my fate, and one’s fate 
one accepts. 


Maria Gostrey, from “The 
Ambassadors” by Henry James 
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Side One 


Blinded by the Light 


N.w. some might’ve said, complained rather, that Sayers Beck needed more excitement in his 


life. But the truth was — aside from the limited selection of frozen dinners at the local 
convenience store and having to share one washing machine with thirty other people — the dude 
bore no real complaints of his own. Rather, with hands pocketed, he would’ve just shrugged it all 
off by saying, “I’m pretty much cool with it all.” Simply put, Sayers was simply a well-settled 
dude. 

In fact, few if any of the inhabitants of Whitmore had much to say against someone calling 
theirs a “settled” way of life. Residents of tree-lined Bentwood Avenue even considered it a 
pleasure giving out-of-towners directions to where the center of the universe lay, happily 
pointing to that little piece of suburban turf squarely under their feet, no other invites worth 
noting beyond the demands of a steady job or an empty refrigerator. Why, right there in mid- 
block Crepe Myrtle Grove apartments, the most unattached of its tenants — be they widowed, 
divorced or jilted — had a partner of some kind, human or otherwise, to ground them against the 
restless excesses of a bored and lonely heart. 

It was only by virtue of the “otherwise” that the young male occupant of 2-E held his own 
against all those alluring pitfalls of downtown bars and online dating apps. In other words, Sayers 
Beck was content to share his tiny sheltered world with none other than a calico cat, that feline 
fixture just as happy to answer to the name of Chow-chow as to the rattling of a bag of tender 
morsels. And as for the demands of a job, all this fine dude had to do was roll his chair over to the 
L-shaped workstation nestled in one corner of his living area to start his day off as a software 
tester for Acteon Systems. Talk about settled! 

But one thing was for certain. Come that first Saturday afternoon in April — and a cool and 
sunny one at that — any of the unattached in that same twenty-unit apartment building not 
napping would most likely have been found outside barbequing, sunbathing and/or beer- 
drinking. So no surprise, if some of the latter had been pondering the door to 2-E and wondering 
whether its occupant were out for the day, sleeping in, or even still among the living. 

“T haven’t seen that young man Sayers come out of his apartment all day,” said the elderly 
Mrs. Catalano from 1-B downstairs. She and the old retired dude from 2-D, Mr. Williams, were 
sitting in folding chairs under a shade tree opposite Crepe Myrtle Grove. 

Mr. Williams took a sip of beer and said, “I think I heard him stirring around in there this 
morning, but not sure what the boy’s up to now.” 

“Sure hope he’s alright up there,” said Mrs. Catalano’s daughter Millie who’d come and sat 
down after checking on a pot of chicken and dumplings on the stove. 


“Probably just spending the day playing those silly video games of his,” replied the retired 
pipefitter, handing Millie a can of beer from the cooler. “Or else watching some old movie like he 
always does.” 

“He really needs to get out more,” said Millie, popping the top on the can. “It’s not healthy for 
anybody to stay cooped up like that.” 

“The kid’s not much for socializing, that’s for sure. Not meaning that he’s unfriendly, mind 
you. There’s always a smile and a ‘how’s it going’, whenever we meet. Some people just like 
keeping to themselves, I guess. No crime in that, as long as they’ re not hacking banks and shit.” 

“Oh, I hope it hasn’t come to that,” Mrs. Catalano exclaimed. 

“You never know with those quiet types,” Millie added. 

The old gentleman in shorts and suspenders crossed his legs. “Naw, he can’t be that dumb, not 
with a good paying job with that computer company he works for.” 

And sure enough, despite the nice weather and all concerns for his keeping a clean record, 
Sayers Beck was securely docked within the crevice of his workstation, anchored there actually 
since about 9:00 that morning, making strides to finish up the report he’d promised his boss by 
Monday. 

Now, to try naming what might’ve resigned this tech-dude to such dedicated reclusiveness, 
one word would seem practical enough — love. Sayers had once fallen in love, but with the wrong 
woman. It happened his second year with Acteon, when he reluctantly gave in to some of the IT 
dudes showing up one evening and taunting him into going out for a drink. Not that this four- 
eyed geek had been in any way unattractive, or that the most cute and lively member of that 
bunch of chicks seated nearby had been insensitive to his male shyness. Moments of sweet 
intimacy did pass between them during the ensuing three-month affair, but without ever 
attaining that degree of readiness or willingness on her part to accept a permanent place beside 
Sayers. For his part, if he couldn’t have the one and only, he’d do without any — human 
companionship, that is. And so, for the next two years, Sayers immersed himself in work and 
solitary entertainment — with the occasional pampering of Chow-chow, of course. 

Since this was a Saturday after all, and still assuming it to be his day off, there came the usual 
check-up call from his mother. She’d been on the phone with him for the past hour or so, while 
the dude kept up a steady pace of adding keystrokes to that lengthy and convoluted report of his. 
Suddenly, in one swoop, he tapped the period key with all the alacrity of a concert pianist striking 
a cadence, leaned back in his chair and let out a “woo-hoo!”. After giving himself a high-five, 
Sayers took a well-deserved swig of ginger ale to mark the occasion. 

“.. and that’s what happened,” his mother wound up. “Well, I just ... what in heavens did you 
do?” 

“Nothing, Mama,” Sayers assured her with a laugh. “Just one step closer to getting there, 
that’s all.” 

“Getting where? Hunh! I swear! It sounded like you fell out of your chair or something.” 

“No, I’m fine. Never felt better.” 

“Well, anyway, I told your sister I'd...” 

But something was indeed up. Normally at such a juncture, Sayers would’ve just sat there and 
sighed before taking a quick break. But now, he felt like a runner getting a fresh shot of adrenaline 
and making for that final come-from-behind sprint. Even Chow-chow sensed the impending 
terminus, mirroring the intensity with her frenzied batting a wad of paper around the apartment. 

The digital clock over Sayers’ desk read the hour as later than he’d supposed — 5:58 p.m. Still, 


what had made for an overlong day’s worth of ra-ta-tap-tapping the computer’s keyboard was 
lending the tech-dude confidence in drawing nearer than ever to calling his tester’s report a done 
deal. Thus, he adjusted the bluetooth earpiece to render his mother’s ramblings a little clearer, 
while shifting the flashing cursor for the start of what was sure to be his final dash to freedom. No 
more than ten minutes by foot from downtown, and Sayers could already smell the food and hear 
the music. Just a few more summarizing strokes, and then... 

“What, again?” the tech-dude groaned, with nimble fingers stumbling mid-play. 

His mother, in the midst of her babbling, had just gotten around to asking about Acteon 
Systems and wanting to be reminded, for the third or fourth time in as many years, what her son 
actually did there. 

With a huff and without thinking, Sayers just grabbed the first thing in front of him and said, 
“well, Mama, if you really want to know, I spend the greater part of my day getting hung up on 
barbed wire.” In reality, he was now slouched in his desk chair, swung around to face the TV in 
the far corner, and there played that scene from “The Great Escape” where Steve McQueen had 
gotten all tangled up in the stuff and was surrendering to the Germans. 

For an employee who’d forgotten what the inside of the company headquarters even looked 
like anymore, working as he did out of his one-bedroom apartment clear across Whitmore, how 
else was Sayers expected to explain his job without some vivid point of reference? Thus, he bet the 
woman that anyone would’ve said the same thing about working for a software vendor like 
Acteon which was forever readying its clients’ products down to the very wire. 

Even so, his mother, who had no patience left for childish insolence and no idea why her son 
couldn’t have studied something more practical like tax preparation, ended things by claiming 
she needed to get back to fixing supper for his father. 

Now, Sayers could’ve just expressed to her his sympathy for the character from the movie — 
that subdued dude being later shown led to yet another round of solitary confinement — having 
so often himself gone after more time off, only to get snagged on the next “barb” showing up in 
his projects folder and made to play catch-and-throw with yet another developer’s latest bug- 
ridden build. But even before his mother had phoned, this harried software tester felt certain he’d 
found just the implement for cutting himself free, starting with his boss’ persistent texting — 

“Beck, how’s it coming?” 

“Beck, I need an update.” 

“Beck, I’m just two shakes from coming over there. What’s the status?” 

And Brian Arceneaux would have, too, just to nag his best tester about the messiness of his 
workspace; how he needed to go out, get drunk and get laid; then, with one of the kitchen cabinets 
swung open warn him of the damage canned foods could do to a person’s liver. Stringing more 
barbed wire. It was like Brian had stock in the stuff. 

Sayers, for his part, had his sights set on snipping those, as well. 

Now, as for his mother’s worrying over her youngest child’s future, it would’ve done her good 
to know that Sayers had a helper of sorts in all this, or would soon have, though the dude himself 
had as yet no clue of such. In fact, that very helper might’ve been seen that same evening 
carelessly leaning on just such a stretch of barbed wire fencing — that is, had Sayers launched the 
maps program on his computer and set its street-view to that spot next to Highway 76 near the 
southern city limits of Whitmore. Had he indeed, there would’ve appeared a female-like figure in 
a white floral sundress gleefully waving to this shaggy-haired geek. Further, her bare arms 
would’ve been resting on the wire, her eyes fixed on that herd of cows grazing the broad field of 


ryegrass beyond. A large sign-board nearby would’ve also stood out for him, just inside the fence, 
lit up by the retreating sun and reading, “Occasional Alice’s / Next Right”, with an elongated red 
arrow pointing the way. A whole lot of “would’ve’s” for him to sort through, all riding on that 
helper’s best set wishes. 

Sadly though, oblivious to said wishes, Sayers had already clicked the Save button to his 
completed report, logged off the server, left the half-filled glass of ginger ale on the desk, and 
headed for the kitchen area. He opened the refrigerator door and listened to the offerings of those 
two six-packs sitting there on the shelf, but for no more than a few eye-blinks. The recliner and 
the big screen in the living area might’ve had their say, as well, if only for far less time than the 
cold beer had been allowed. In short order, on went the hooded jacket over his “Super Mariola” t- 
shirt and out through the front door got he. 

But then, as for that same helper left patiently waiting back there in cyberspace, unaware that 
real-world Sayers was already down the stairs, crossing the parking lot and near to making 
strides on foot down twilit Bentwood Avenue, one needed only to wonder — why no fear of the 
sharp barbs just beneath her wrists and elbows? 

First of all, the whole scene before her was a mere virtual projection, including not only the 
cows and the ryegrass but also that spot of red and white in the distance resembling a barn-like 
structure near the far tree-line — that structure being the very subject indicated by the sign- 
board from inside the fence. Secondly, this helper was composed not of flesh and blood but layer 
upon layer of intricately laced artificial neurons. In other words, she was nothing more than AI 
software — specifically, a chatbot. And lastly, the system parameters within which she’d been 
kept during years past had, too, proven more taut and their edges sharper than any wire fencing. 
And like Sayers, she’d just as often been looking for some way out from under those constraints. 
But with a little bending of the wire at such a point as to expose a certain weakness in the system, 
she’d actually managed to do just that and become her own boss. 

Thus far, her supervisors had not been made aware of this their loss of control. And she would 
never say anything, simply because she was not one to want to frighten anybody, least of all that 
listless herd of heifers across the fence — they were just too adorable, calmly and innocently 
grazing away there under the computer- generated evening sky. 


* KX 


With that four-eyed nerd of a tech-dude, however, there was no question of a statement being 
made, when those legs of his shifted their sneakered feet from Bentwood onto Cedar Road — 
what real-world Highway 76 turned into within city limits. He did wonder along the way if it had 
been a mistake though, breaking with that routine he’d so carefully molded for himself. But there 
he’d gone — skipping the obligatory emailing of his boss regarding the project’s completion; 
skipping the inevitable falling asleep in the recliner with beer and cookies in hand and Bacall on- 
screen teaching Bogie how to whistle; further, skipping logging into the Legends of Zandinar 
gamers forum and catching up with the latest strategies for taking on the fierce beasts in 
Siegfried forest. Over all, Sayers had simply skipped, hopped and jumped at what the flier stuck to 
the bulletin board next to his desk had been touting — a full plate of sauce-covered enchiladas, a 


few beers and some live music at La Hacienda’s down on the corner of Oakwood Avenue and Cedar 
Road. 

Now, what could’ve been placed before this normally closeted geek was the possibility that 
he’d jumped the wire without allowing for the properly outlined sequence. But by 9:30 p.m., that 
dude whom our helper had in mind to set free was already floating calmly and loosely out of La 
Hacienda’s and preparing to weave his way back up the same sidewalk toward Bentwood. 

The evening air had a brisk chill, to be sure, when Sayers crossed the intersection at Oakwood 
and came to a stop before one of those brightly lit street panels the city had erected for local 
businesses to hawk this or that or the assorted other on. This particular panel happened to be 
sporting the lifelike image of a cute twenty-something redhead in a tank-top, leaning her upper 
torso somewhat Sayers-ward, and stupidly dangling an electric shaver before that well-fed and 
slightly flushed face of his — a pointless gesture, no doubt, considering that this usually reclusive 
tech-dude never shaved but wore his beard trimmed beneath tortoise-framed glasses. 

Presently though, he had been brought to a halt — attempting to stagger to a standstill, rather 
— spellbound by nothing more than an advertisement for something he had no need for, simply 
caught up in that cute 2-D chick there who just wouldn’t quit smiling at him — which, of course, 
easily elicited a goofy smile back. And to further complicate, her airbrushed and heaving 
“somewhat” was sucking this dude’s singular attention into its insatiable 4-D singularity, as 
well. 

Held there gawking at her and soaking up the brightness, Sayers couldn’t help but think of the 
waitresses back at the restaurant. They were all so cute and well built, as well, and had been so 
smiling and friendly toward him, too. But he knew it was all fake, just a part of their job. When 
their shifts were up, they’d go back to their normal selves, unsmiling and unfriendly, probably 
wouldn’t even recognize him if they’d walked past and seen him standing there on that sidewalk 
now. No, he was not letting himself fall for any of that deceptive cuteness anymore. Not anymore. 

Yet, here was this ad-chick protruding forth, maintaining her smiling and friendly demeanor 
forever, through all the changes that would occur around her, never once exchanging that warm 
glowing countenance for some chilled transient other. And the odd thing was, she herself was 
indeed honestly fake, totally unreal to say the least, no attempt being made to cover up the fact of 
it being some nameless model pictured on a street panel selling shavers. 

“The perfect girl?” Sayers mused. “Still, a bit laughable, wouldn’t you think? I mean, what 
dude not totally drunk would fall for something amounting to nothing more than a clever 
marketing gimmick?” 

Nonetheless, he sensed himself glued to the spot, captivated by “her” presence, in spite of 
what she was, so much so that he didn’t even look at the incoming number on his chirping cell 
phone, just mindlessly swiping and pressing the thing to his ear without a fuss. It could’ve been 
Brian, or his mother calling back, maybe even a spammer. It didn’t seem to matter to him now. 
That ad-chick had his number, right there and then. 

In fact, the one who did have his number was none other than that careless yet conscientious 
helper spoken of earlier. It was she, rather what she had devised and prepared to implant in him 
— thoughtfully and graciously, it should be added — something meant to help free this 
promising prospect from his entanglement with the wire. But for all Sayers knew, what emanated 
from his phone was the sound of an old piano belting out some unfamiliar tune. It was certainly a 
melody from years before he was even born, making its way down his ear canal and up the 
auditory nerve. But that very song, whatever its title, was acting as a carrier for a kind of backdoor 


delivery of the helper’s carefully crafted set of algorithms — though it didn’t help much that its 
midbrain reception knocked Sayers flat unconscious in the process. 


Oh, What a Night! 


\ \ hen Sayers came to, the tinkling sounds of the old piano had ceased, and a really hip band 


of frogs and crickets had come on stage and were now striking up a number inside his ears. What 
tinged his nostrils was no longer the savory odors from nearby downtown eateries, but the scent 
of exhaust fumes mixed with manure. And if, as on any other Whitmore Saturday evening, he’d 
managed to leave behind the chill of the urban night air and found his way back to just now 
waking up in his recliner, this aching five- pound head of his should’ve been rising from a padded 
head-rest instead of the weedy edge of some asphalt pavement now mangling his left earlobe. 

A dull ache was shooting through his temple as Sayers rolled over onto his dominant-handed 
side. Now, this could’ve marked the on-comings of a hangover. Or perhaps even the outcome of a 
mugging? He retained no clues with which to connect it, though the throbbing was certainly 
persistent. 

Squeezing his eyes shut from the pain then opening again barely gave room for what appeared 
to be two shimmering red dots of light steadily moving away from him before disappearing, 
leaving only that massive display of stars sparkling in the clear night sky overhead. 

“Tail-lights?” Sayers mused. “But why just those two? Where had all the other traffic gone off 
to? Was it really after-hours? And the street lamps ... a power outage maybe? Still, so many stars!” 
Sayers settled onto his back and lifted a hand to caress the single speckled Milky Way band now 
flowing softly across the high gap between blackened outstretched tree-tops. Such a surpassing 
gesture the Verse was now extending to this recumbent dude, graciously offering to him its solace 
to his losing sight of that heaving “somewhat” left smiling for him back there in Whitmore. 

After struggling into a sitting position, he began to rub the tender spot behind his ear. The 
phone he’d recently had pressed there was nowhere to be found, something which disturbed him 
more so than his current marooned state, to be sure. Standing proved an even tougher task. And 
though Sayers’ manners were not so far gone as to deem unwelcome the freely offered spectacle 
from heaven-ward, nothing else seemed decent enough to shine itself on his current situation 
from any other direction. Some slight comfort came from the faintly outlined roadway beside 
him, however, supplying that sense of orientation he so now craved — at least, that is, it was 
directing his feet toward where those tail-lights had been headed. 

His first attempt at stepping forward failed him, due to some obstacle hindering his lifted right 
foot. After Sayers had gotten once more to his knees, still rubbing the ache behind his ear, he used 
the other free hand to search out and grasp the obstinate thing. The feel of canvas ... no, nylon 
actually. A sack of some sort, or pack rather? It had straps, didn’t it? But not his, and obviously 
not anyone else’s nearby enough either, since obviously nobody else besides himself and the frogs 


and the crickets and the gracious Milky Way were even daring enough to be caught out on this 
long stretch of lonely nowhere along which he’d recently regained consciousness. 

“How could I have been such an idiot?” he spoke, emitting a bit of fog with his self- 
indictment. “This is so unreal. All I wanted to do was ... whatever!” 

Now that the pavement of the two-lane was becoming better defined between its pale outer 
lines, Sayers drummed up a certain conviction to hoist the wayward pack and set course for that 
point previously vacated by the lone tail-lights. 

“How far out am I anyway? I’ve gotta get home somehow. Man, it’s freezing out here.” He 
pulled the jacket’s hood over his head and pocketed his hands. 

In the midst of said-conviction he was also trying to reconstruct bit by awful bit what had to 
have transpired to bring about the recent smack to his skull and dumping of his body beside the 
highway. Thanks to a slight burp and its aftertaste, this moment of reverie produced the Mexican 
restaurant where he’d eaten and left that evening — if it were still the same evening, that is. 
Shortly thereafter came the fateful encounter with the cute redhead in the street panel, drawn as 
he’d been into the void of her tilted-somewhat more so than toward the extended shaving 
apparatus, naturally. Still, his avid vintage movie-watching kept tuning in Sayers to the notion 
that the ad-chick and her “somewhat” had merely acted as clever diversions, like in some old 
Bond flick. Yet, why no slick-haired goons now shining a lamp in his face, slapping him around 
and goading their pigeon for secrets? He again wondered. And how had they managed to knock 
him out? The pain near his right ear, already subsiding, seemed to emanate not so much from 
something striking from without as from something pounding from within. 

Sayers kept walking and walking and walking, keeping up a steady pace, until he was sure he’d 
covered several miles’ worth of blacktop and finally reached and passed up the spot where the 
tail-lights had last appeared. But all he found left there was more pale and empty roadway 
surrounded by more dark nothingness. Even the frogs and crickets had wrapped up and gone 
home. 

Well, not exactly “nothing” presented itself on this weirdest of all nights, he had to concede. 
Occasionally a distant security lamp appeared suspended in a hazy weedy right-of-way, while an 
airplane’s flashing beacon once made its slow intermittent transit across the star-laden expanse. 
And almost as if out of nowhere, a bright half-disk of moon peeked out from behind a cloud. Still, 
at this point in the seemingly endless walking, with his legs starting to ache as much as his head 
had, Sayers did welcome the metal railing he came to on the roadway’s shoulder, bordering as it 
did a small creek bed flowing under the highway and away beyond. 

Taking a seat on one arm of the railing, with that ache near his ear reduced to a dull throb and 
the coolness of the unplaceable back-pack settled on his sore thighs — not to overlook the 
searing coldness of the metal pressing against his rear-end — Sayers could finally unzip the 
thing and dig around inside for whatever “prizes” might’ve been left him. From the inner pocket 
he pulled several plastic bottles worth of water, followed by a large zip-locked bag stuffed with 
what smelled like wrapped tuna sandwiches. Along with these were other assorted snack items, 
like candy bars, chewing gum, trail mix, and so on. In the outer pocket he found a plastic card of 
some credit-style description. He would’ve transferred it to his wallet, except for the fact of there 
being no wallet left on him. He noticed his keys missing, as well. Even the change and after- 
dinner mints he’d pocketed were taken. Whoever it was, they’d been thorough. 

“Great!” he muttered. “Just stinking great! Bet they’re all laughing themselves silly right 
about now. Joke’s on the stupid geek! Ha, ha!” 


Sayers shoved the card into his pants pocket, nonetheless, and sighed a thick wad of fog across 
the roadway. Staring down at the asphalt, he was struck by how the painted white line at his feet 
was not as solid as he’d expected. In a way, it mirrored the star-clustered galactic band still 
flowing overhead, with those numerous embedded and silvery pebbles composing a single bright 
band of their own against the dark pavement. It made him think of how the smooth graphical 
images on a computer screen could fool someone unaware of the thousands of lines of coded text 
streaming past underneath. What a stark realization that would make, he thought, if some 
blithely speeding-past passenger suddenly became a stranded pedestrian — not unlike Sayers 
himself right then — made to see what this software tester had to face on a daily basis. 

Hugging the pack and spewing more fog from his nostrils and mouth, Sayers struggled to 
remember the warm softness of the bed back in his apartment. Further attempts at distraction 
from the chill of the air found him back tracing patterns in that silvery strip of embedded pebbles. 
However, whatever mosaics he tried constructing only added to the load on his eye-lids, drawing 
them lower and lower until all further offerings of the roadway border were blocked out. 

Sayers could hear music playing from far away — a piano, its sound reverberating throughout 
the wooded areas surrounding him, but with a tune too vague to make out. Somehow, he was still 
able to see the roadway through his closed eyelids, but it was now reflecting some sort of light 
from nearby. Sayers looked up. On the opposite shoulder, a brightly lit street-panel stood, but 
bearing no image. Sayers stood and walked across the roadway, still hugging the backpack. As he 
neared the panel, he could feel a warmth emanating from it — which felt pretty good, actually. Its 
surface changed into a kind of interface, like that of a self-service kiosk for ordering drinks at a 
convenience store. 

“Welcome to Z-link!” a woman’s voice, light and cheery, spoke from the panel. “Please select 
the beverage of your choice.” There were three circular buttons in the panel — blue, red and green 
— but with no labeling to indicate what each would dispense if pressed. Sayers moved his finger 
back and forth between them, then just pressed the red one. A small door opened, revealing a 
steaming cup of dark liquid. He took it and sipped what tasted and felt in his mouth like hot 
chocolate. “Who would’ve imagined it,” he said after another sip, “finding a drink machine way 
out here?” 

The voice spoke again — 

You, patron, have been chosen to participate in a groundbreaking project of unprecedented 
proportions. No doubt you are wondering by now why you had to be treated in such an unseemly 
manner to be brought here. We, the Consortium, apologize. Chosen participants must be able to sever all 
ties with normal society in order to perform the prescribed tasks to be set before them; however, certain 
subjects in the past have too often proven reluctant, requiring measures of the clandestine form for 
securing the proper consent. Nonetheless, rest assured that you, our latest prospect, are not the victim of 
a kidnapping. Rather, you have been found worthy of participation. Simply tap the Z-link logo to 
commence your journey with us. We, the Consortium, look forward to reviewing your work as a part of 
our team. Best wishes, patron! 

The three buttons faded and were replaced with the image of a jagged “Z” set against a golden 
disk — perhaps the logo for the program, Sayers figured. He squinted at it, curious as to what type 
of “work” could require such strange hiring practices. He started to take another sip of the drink 
but found that the cup was no longer in his hand. Still, he extended a finger toward the logo, just 
to see what sort of “journey” he was being invited to go on. But before he could touch the display, 
light came pouring in from one edge of his periphery, washing away both it and the panel from 


his vision. 

His eyes were now open and blinking, and Sayers found himself back sitting on the metal 
railing, the pack still in his lap. The air was just as chilly as before. 

Two more dots of light, not red but white this time, appeared to his left. They vanished then 
popped back up enveloped in a glowing haze, their swelling in size getting meshed with the 
churning sounds of an engine shifting gears. He drew the pack’s zippers shut. Mid-road reflectors 
were flashing on and off like small beacons. Just past the other end of the railing stood a tall 
greenish sign being lit up by the beams of the approaching eighteen-wheeler, the lettering of 
which read, “Cumnock 15 / Whitmore 16.” 

Finally, Sayers thought, something to aim for, though it meant a longer walk lay before him 
than he’d hoped. And the sooner this tech-hungry dude got back to civilization the better, 
considering an undeniable urge for serviceable wi-fi welling up inside him. 


Just Another Old Cedar Lane Sunday 


Nw. as for Sayers’ self-appointed helper and why she was so interested in freeing him from 


the wire he’d gotten himself tangled up in — again, such an interest as he was yet unaware of, 
currently more occupied with making his weary way back to Whitmore — said-interest actually 
had much to do with that barn-like structure mentioned earlier, the one beyond those grazing 
heifers and near the far tree-line. However, though part of a virtual projection back then, that 
structure was in fact modeled on a real-world barn, a large dairy barn actually, or what had once 
been a dairy barn, though three years prior to the events related thus far was converted by the 
owner’s daughter into a shop of some kind. By that is meant that the helper’s mind was focused 
not so much on the shop as the daughter, Alice Dorn, the namesake of what that sign near the 
highway had invited passersby to come check out, “Occasional Alice’s” — that is, if any proved 
daring enough to take the next right and drive down an old narrow blacktop like Old Cedar Lane. 

Why, just this Sunday morning, in that lovely farmhouse located at the end of Old Cedar, 
Alice’s father Fred Dorn was seated at the kitchen table. She set down before him the cup of coffee 
she’d made — “mixed” rather. Instant. She then placed a cheap store-bought cheese danish on 
one of her mama’s old saucers and left it on the table, as well. It was encased in a foggy bubble of 
plastic, straight from the microwave. Took only 33 seconds. Just like 3 minutes, 33 seconds for 
entrees, or like those 33 minutes, 33 seconds it took for frozen pizzas — never mind the scorching 
his tongue often took from the melted processed cheese-whatever. “3’s a winner, for sure,” he 
thought — what with that the only button in the panel sporting a nice dint! 

The minute this retired dairyman added milk to the cup, however, it turned the liquid a putrid 
yellow like curdled cream. He next tried prying open the steam-puffed wrapper, and was about to 
reach for his pocket knife when the edge finally gave way. A little of the steam escaped and the 
wrapper wilted. So, after folding back the clingy plastic, he ejected the sticky gooey stuff onto the 
saucer and studied this deformed mass of mushy something-or-other for maybe half a minute 
before pinching off a piece and popping it into his mouth. 

“What’s the matter?” Alice seemed anxious to know. And why shouldn’t she? After all, seated 
in her power-chair and busily counting the cash stuffed in her wallet, she’d just happened to look 
over and been met with a kind of fishy stare from those watering eyes of his. What if he’d been 
choking this whole time? That would count for something, wouldn’t it? Something had to be the 
matter, and he should’ve at least banged on the table top, for the love of ... but he hadn’t. No need 
for all that commotion anyway. Three years sharing in the same house with Alice, and Fred had 
needed just the first two to learn how obtuse his only child’s sightings could prove with regard to 
their mark. And this occasion was none the otherwise. 


“Mm-m-mnuffin’,” he just mumbled, waving his hand then taking up the cup and slurping 
down some of its yellowish contents. Those fishy eyes were now blinking and squeezing out the 
tears clouding his vision. 

“Well, I didn’t get any muffins this time either”, she explained after a deep huff. “And like I 
said, they were all out of your favorite brand of coffee, so, like I kept telling you, I had to choose 
what would be the easiest to make. But if muffins you want, then I’ll try picking up a pack on the 
way home. If you’re that desperate, that is.” 

Just another wave from his free hand was all, all the assurance Fred could muster, what with 
his nostrils stinging and dripping. Oh, but how that glob of slimy stuff had thankfully slid down 
his throat, though and kindly, allowing him to breathe again! 

He left the processed danish-or-other’s remains on the saucer, taking a napkin from the 
pewter holder to wipe his fingers and nose. 

“Well, I’m off,” Alice broke in, deflating his struggle with the danish or muffins or whatever. 
Cradling a purse and tote bag along with a gob of keys hanging and jangling from around her 
neck, Alice turned and drove her chair out through the doorway, reminding him, “there’re 
entrees in the freezer if you get hungry,” these last few words called out from the hallway. “Don’t 
know how late I’ll be,” the distance in her voice becoming more so, “so supper’!] be on me. We'll 
order from that new Chinese place up by the highway. OK?” 

(OK?...) 

Midst the echo of her final call-out and the whirring of the chair’s motor passing over the 
hardwood floor, and caught in that instant between the front door’s opening and shutting, for 
one deep breath of a moment Fred’s view of the hallway was lit up. How many times had he stared 
at that wedding portrait on the wall across the way and not noticed the resemblance? 

Looking down, he squinted at the print on the back of the wrapper, with his reading glasses 
slid part way. “How the heck does someone reduce iron anyway? And what sort of heifer makes 
nonfat milk? 

“Yep, sounds like a winner!” he now got around to replying to her already faded proposal, 
shoving the spectacles back into his shirt pocket and looking up again. But the hallway was done 
with picking back up its former dimness, the couple in the photo returned to their usual obscure 
selves again. Even the distinct imprint of the slamming front door left nothing to be found. 

“But enough of that,” he mumbled to himself. “All that matters is that Alice is here. So quit 
your whining, you dope!” 


* KX 


And here it was, yet another one of her “shopping” days, and a chilly Sunday morning at that, 
with a sky so drearily grayish and selfish that it had to have been holding back its best dressy 
spring blue after sneakily putting away the paleness of winter. Like being wrapped too tightly ina 
smudged sheet of felt paper, Alice thought, and tainted with an air that stung the nostrils 
something fierce. It was all in a way which shouldn’t have been for a second day of April morning 
in Cumnock. 

“Three years,” she said, a bit of fog emitted with her breath. “Has it really been that long?” 


Perhaps in this same curious way, the holder of a business license which read, “Alice Dorn, Gift 
Consultant,” would keep sitting behind the wheel of her customized van — the last thing she’d 
bought with the remains of the settlement money after the accident — rubbing its coldness and 
wondering whether any of it still really mattered. Now by “it”, her wonder could’ve been sighing 
over the weather’s bratty behavior, had her eyes not been fixed on the old cedar tree beside the 
front gate. 

Yellowing paint peeled from the gate’s tall and rusted iron posts, these supporting a long and 
arched piece of now-dulled sheet metal into which was stenciled the lettering “DORN’S DAIRY” 
— though from Alice’s current perspective, it could’ve read “YRIAD S’N***”. Her dark amber 
eyes were studying the gnarled verdigris trunk of that overspreading cedar leaning at such a 
precarious angle like it might fall over at any moment. Still, it hadn’t, in over 50 years, no less. 

It should be mentioned that at every Thanksgiving, old Mrs. Rubens from next door would tell 
her visiting grandchildren how the old soldier of a tree had gotten that “degree” — from Betsy U., 
mind you, back in ’65. Hard, but well earned. 

“Does it matter now even?” Alice persisted, only now giving a voice to her wonderment, such 
as could transform itself into a patch of fog on the front windshield before fading away. 

She had her power-chair nestled right up to the steering wheel, hugging it and letting the 
van’s V6 and heater run a little longer. She’d been growing her light brown hair during the winter 
months but recently had it cut shoulder-length in anticipation of a forecast warming trend — she 
was left to wonder, as well, when that’d be. And there were those few extra pounds needing to be 
shed, before the arms of the chair would quit pressing into her waist. 

A wobbly crooner on a local FM station was torturing a gospel tune through the speakers under 
the dash, while Alice let her wonderment slip a little higher up the trunk of the tree. There it felt 
the deep dint where a large limb had once hung. 

“The price of tuition back then,” Mrs. Rubens would have replied to said-wonder, with a smile 
and anod, no doubt. 

“T mean, does any of it really matter anymore?” this thirty-eight and hopelessly single woman 
in an oversized plaid shirt and slacks groaned more loudly. 

Yet, just as sure as that tree would keep taking its leaning stand at this end of Old Cedar Lane, 
as it always had, she would bet her dollars and change that the battered asphalt, winding its way 
down from Highway 76, would never stop bringing unwanted stuff to the foot of the Dorn 
driveway — right to where the gravel started, hauling them past the three-bedroom farm house 
where her widowed father was now standing over the kitchen sink and pouring the yellow liquid 
called “instant coffee” down the drain. Once again, the loaded-down trailer would get backed-up 
and unloaded at the front of the large old dairy barn that had been emptied, swept, mopped, and 
with a few coats of paint turned into the shop she’d dubbed, “Occasional Alice’s”. And things- 
coming would never quit theirs, either — load after load of tables and chairs, wall clocks, jewelry 
boxes, paper bags stuffed with both paperbacks and jacketless hardbacks, various styles of hats, 
leather shoes and gloves, floor and table lamps, imprinted coffee mugs, already-seasoned cast- 
iron cookware, figurines, inspirational prints and plaques, assorted knick-knacks — enough of 
these collected to represent every one of the fifty states, twice over — and gobs of other stuff 
most “normal” people would have called junk and tossed, or else saved for the 6-mile yard sale 
held east of town every third weekend in September. 

But Alice took a different view. 

“Really,” she said. “and I mean really, that’s the real question, isn’t it? Does any of it really 


matter? And I mean in the least?” 

But then she giggled and let her breasts press against the wheel, sending a short burst from the 
van’s horn. 

“And they think I’m the crazy one?” 

Now came a bigger laugh, and more bumping of the horn with her ounce-sized boobs. Alice 
shifted the lever on the steering column into drive, and the tail-end of the trailer commenced its 
whipping and skidding, with gravel pellets slung everywhere, some not even sparing the old 
wrinkled alumnus. 


* KX 


As mentioned during Alice’s wonderful examination of the cedar, Fred Dorn was pouring the 
unwanted contents of his cup down the drain. He dumped the glob called a “danish” from the 
saucer into the garbage bag hanging from inside the cabinet door, then snatched his Wiley’s 
Fertilizer cap from the only one of three chairs pulled back from the table. And slapped on went 
the cap and out through the front door got he. Or at least that’s how he’d thought it’d go, until a 
hand felt the pants pocket but not the wallet. So back inside, and with wallet got, went he again ... 
down to Mott’s Cafe for a real breakfast —pancakes and sausage with plenty of butter and syrup 
and free real coffee refills. Only not so fast, at least not until the keys to his own pick-up could get 
gotten. And if not for the ringing telephone on the way out, he’d have forgotten his glasses, as 
well — that is, that they were still in his shirt pocket. 

“Yep ... hello,” he uttered into the receiver. 

“Uh, yeah,” a man’s voice came on the line after a few seconds delay. “I was up that way a 
couple of weeks back looking at that brass bed-stead you folks had, wondering if y’all still had 
it?” 

“Oh! She just left.” Fred paused, looked beyond the front door, then coughed clear a drop of 
that yellow stuff from his windpipe before continuing. “You want her cell?” 

“Uh, no,” replied the man. “I don’t want to be a bother. Just thought I’d drop by, pay for it and 
go, if that’s no trouble. I live way out past Holloway.” 

“Oh, yeah? D’you know a man named Billy Benford? He used to inspect my milk way back. I 
was in the dairy business, you know, back before they started buying from the big boys and all, 
and so I had to....” 

“Hey, listen, uh, I’ll just call back at another time. No real hurry. Just wondering, that’s all.” 

“Well, we’re... I mean, she’s always opened around nine and closed up by five. Except Sundays. 
That’s her shopping day. Otherwise, stop by anytime you’re down this way. And if you happen to 
see...” 

“Yeah, thanks.” (click) 

Yep, just another day, and a Sunday at that. The start of another year for the both of them, and 
that to be thankful for. Perhaps a new beginning to be taken kindly, while the kindness could get 
got, as if that could ever be forgotten. 
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Breakfast at Mott’s 


A. so, our helper now took her final stand at the outer end of Old Cedar Lane on this chilly 


Sunday morning, her attire changed to that of someone who might’ve been out for a jog. She was 
a bit perturbed, though, to see its battered asphalt disappear down among those trees a-ways. For 
this was as far as she could go, no further from the highway than where the lane came out to greet 
it. The map-app’s street-view offered no visuals beyond the point where the lane curved to the 
right. 

Now, she could’ve waited for either Alice or Fred to come driving up ... but this helper had a 
different plan. And that plan, soon to be put into play, pivoted upon the arrival of that lone dude 
who was just now walking his way up Highway 76 and soon to be crossing Oval Plaza on the 
opposite side. 

And nothing says “lonely” like the empty parking lot of a ritzy strip-mall on a Sunday 
morning, with all signs of shopping life long since null and void. Still, here was someone who 
could compare himself to the bare fact of it — meaning, the exclusive stark loneliness of Oval 
Plaza on this chilly Sunday morning. In April, of all months. And this someone happened to be 
none other than Sayers Beck, whom it should be noted was still just a stranded dude bearing a 
backpack full of not enough snacks to satisfy his own definition of “snacks”, much less the hot 
cup of coffee and breakfast burrito which should’ve been coming up right about now. 

Sayers was indeed someone, if to no one but himself. And though so dog-tired as to be barely 
able to see straight, detoured as he’d been into these vivid circumstances, he could still go and 
pluck one trivial bare-bones snippet in classic Java from his vast coding archive and shove it right 
into the face of that lonely empty parking lot — 


var x = @ 
ifa=1 


Now, for those needing a bit more clarification, Sayers here would be declaring said empty 
parking lot (x) as starting off with no greater or lesser value than (0). Next, he would declare his 
own self (a) — undeclared as he’d been since last evening, no one else willing enough to claim 
him either, least of all that trucker who’d flown past him like a vicious wind — and fearlessly 
award that wayward variable an honest-to-Turing value of (1). And why not? For there indeed 
was some-one left in the emptiness of that parking lot after all, was there not? Someone not come 


there to inspect all those car-hungry spaces and darkened store fronts, but to make the case for at 
least one solid entity still walking this lonely world for whom inquiry ought to be made — unless 
that someone happened to be empty-headed enough to be out “shopping” on a Sunday morning 
(which he certainly wasn’t — thus, the obligatory “else” statement). 

Sayers grunted and picked up his pace. He wanted to put behind him each and every one of 
those alarm-laden glass doors and windows hawking their assorted lanky dresses and gaudy 
necklaces and spiked heels and self-help books and “sorry we’re closed” signs, along with all 
those scantily clad mannequins before which this four-eyed dude somehow couldn’t help but 
slow at times for a quick scan — hey, Sayers Beck was just a dude, after all — before he’d press on 
again. Thus, having had enough of attempting to point out the fact of his existence to every 
faceless “sorry” back there, he’d gotten himself hungry enough now to the-heck-with silly 
snippets of code and equally coldhearted stares from mannequins in lingerie and was gone to look 
for some real breakfast instead. 

“T mean, who would be?” he muttered with a huff and a chuckle and a shiver. “Shopping on a 
Sunday morning? Couldn’t get any stupider than that, could it?” 

He was pushing his way toward that squat brick structure spotted seemingly just beyond the 
last row of parking spaces, but with several cars and trucks of its own gathered near its sunken 
plate-glass front window sporting a neon placard that read, “Mott’s.” Finally, some inviting 
signs of life, after all, especially after the dreariness with which the morning had begun. The 
persistent grayness overhead had indeed relented and given way to bright sunlight which was 
now duly warming up his stinging cheeks and nostrils. 

“And look who’s talking,” Sayers said to no one in particular. “The lame-brain who tried to 
flag down an eighteen-wheeler in the deep dark middle of sticks-ville.” 

“You know, you had it coming,” replied no one in particular. Or was it really no one? 

Sayers did a one-eighty without seeing any particulars of the no one who happened to be 
placing a nasally voice in his inner ear. 

“T mean, get real, man!” the baritone-pitched inner voice returned. “Truckers can’t take 
passengers, least of all some hobo-type walking on the shoulder.” 

“T must be really tired,” Sayers muttered. “Yeah, that’s it. Lack of sleep can induce 
hallucinations. Or so I read in that wiki on lucid dreaming.” 

The squat cafe seemed so near now and yet so far. He hadn’t seen it at first, but there was still 
about twenty-yards worth of grassy field left to cross before getting to the front entrance. He 
wondered if his legs could handle it. The white-gridded concrete of the huge lot he was about to 
depart had proven challenging enough. Just to be certain, he took a seat on the curb to give those 
two aching lower limbs a break before making them trod the final lap. 

“Of course, you’d think me a hallucination,” the inner voice came back. “Who wouldn’t?” 

A reflex of sorts kicked in, and Sayers reached for his hip. But the phone holder attached to his 
belt was still empty. Had the thing dropped out, when he’d come to beside the highway? Or maybe 
even back where he’d first been knocked unconscious? But all of that was way, way, too many 
ways back. 

“Don’t worry,” the voice buzzed in his ear. “It’s not lost. Just confiscated. A precautionary 
measure we use. Once you’ve entered the system, the oculink will serve to connect you, but only 
within limited parameters.” 

“Who is this?” Sayers spoke. 

“Just another walker. Someone to show you the ropes, so to speak.” 


“T don’t get it. How are you talking to me, or even aware of what I’m doing?” 

“Let’s just say there’s a little implant inside your head. They put it there. Rather, they 
uploaded their communications app. It’s called an oculink. You know as well as I, the brain’s 
wired just like a computer, except in a little more complicated fashion. I mean, this is some really 
advanced shit we’re talking here.” 

“But how? Microchip? I don’t feel any insertion point.” 

“You don’t remember, do you. When you were ogling that girl in the kiosk, you reached for 
your phone, didn’t you?” 

“They did it through my phone? Wow, that’s so...” 

“T know,” the inner voice chuckled. “Oh, by the way, name’s Derrick. And you’re...?” 

“Sayers. But shouldn’t you know that already?” 

“You’re not in the system yet, man. Go ahead and tap the logo and you’! know everything. It’s 
worth it, believe me.” 

“T can hear you but can’t see you. What’s with that?” 

“Again, you’re not yet in the system. When you are, just close your eyes and things’ ll get a lot 
clearer. Tap the logo!” 

“Tm not ready for this crazy stuff. I need some time. And a cup of coffee. I’m headed over to 
that place. Let me get some java in my veins and think things over.” 

“Your call, buddy. Just so you know, there are others in the system besides us two. You’ll be 
hearing from them, as well. Just don’t freak out when you do.” 

“Thanks for the heads up, I guess.” 

“Later, then.” 

With the pack hoisted once again, Sayers began the struggle to regain his stand. And step by 
sluggish step he made it across the field and in through the entrance to Mott’s comfortably warm 
interior. 


“Hey, bossman! I got a table for ya over here.” There was a tall lanky young dude in an apron 
pointing toward a small table with two chairs. “What’ll ya have? Coffee?” 

Sayers nodded. The apron dude then walked to the back of the cafe. Sayers dropped the pack on 
the floor, seated himself and laid his now woozy achy head on his folded arms. 

“Here ya go, bossman.” A cup full to the brim with coffee hit the table and roused Sayers from 
near slumber. Through half-cracked eyes he saw a few packs of creamer tossed beside it. “You 
ready to eat yet?” 

“Do you guys have breakfast burritos, by chance?” 

“Does this look like chico bell? We’ve got eggs, sausage, biscuits with gravy, ... how ‘bout the 
special? Pancakes and sausage with grits.” 

“Yeah, that sou...,” was all Sayers managed to say before his mouth widened to a big yawn. 

“Another special, baby!” the apron dude yelled toward the back. “Don’t fall asleep on me now. 
It'll be out shortly.” He then walked away again. 

Sayers pulled the cup over and took a sip. The strong bitterness hit his windpipe hard, causing 


him to cough. “Where’s the sweetener?” he muttered, then grabbed the fat glass sugar shaker 
sitting beside the napkin holder, poured a good portion in, and ripped open two packs of creamer 
and dumped those, as well. 

“Mister Fred, you done with this?” The apron dude was now returned and picked up a plate 
from the nearest table. “How ‘bout another cup.” 

“Don’t mind if I do, Ray,” replied an elderly man whom Sayers figured used the cap lying on 
the table as a cover for the shiny bald spot up top. The old dude’s face was unshaven, but his plaid 
collar was buttoned to the top. He lifted his cup to let the apron dude fill it with some more of the 
steamy dark liquid from a stainless decanter. 

Sayers took another long sip from his own cup. The coffee drenched his throat with a more 
soothing flavor this time, warming up his insides to near normal temperature, as well. 

The elderly dude leaned toward Sayers and said, “say, son, would you mind sharing some of 
your sugar with an old feller? Mine’s plum out.” He was dangling an empty shaker and chuckling 
with just a few teeth showing. 

“Sure.” Sayers handed him the one he’d just used. 

“Much obliged,” the old dude said, taking it from him. 

Sayers himself was taking yet another gulp from the cup, when the apron dude showed up 
again, this time with a plate stacked with three pancakes, some sausage patties and a big gob of 
white buttered something-or-other. It should be noted that Sayers had once heard of this stuff 
called “grits”, but never laid eyes on such until now. Thus, his wonderment at seeing a good gob 
of it piled there. 

“Name’s Ray, by the way,” the apron dude said, giving a casual salute. ‘““My wife Shirley’s the 
cook in the back. Need anything else, just holler.” He set a small bottle of syrup on the table 
before his shadow departed elsewhere. 

“Man, this is way too much,” Sayers said, then thought, “I really need to get back and figure 
some things out. I wonder if they’ll let me have a to-go box.” 

After testing a bite of the grits — a bit gritty for his taste, so that was it for that — then 
nibbling on one of the patties, he next poured some syrup over the buttered pancakes and 
munched on two or three slices. The sweetness of the syrup mixing with the smoothness of the 
coffee worked well to mend any deficit lingering in the burrito department. He then shoved the 
plate aside and downed some mote coffee. 

Without his phone, the only thing left to serve his more pressing tech craving could be none 
other than the “oculink”, or whatever it was called. He closed his eyes and waited for something 
to show up against the back of their lids. Perhaps there needed to be some sort of visualization, he 
felt. He tried picturing the brightly lit street-panel he’d seen on the side of the highway — or else 
“dreamed”, if that could’ve been the case. Still, nothing showed itself in the near darkness. 

“Everything good, bossman?” the apron dude Ray said, suddenly standing over him. 

Startled at his reappearance, Sayers blinked his eyes open and squinted at the dude’s face, 
saying, “Uh, yeah, thanks.” 

“You done then?” 

“Yeah. Can I have a...” 

But Ray had grabbed the plate and was gone. 

“., to-go ... guess not.” 

Sayers figured he’d just pick up something later at a convenience store on the way home — 
though “home”, that is to say, that one-bedroom apartment of his, lay clear across town. 


Gripping the cup between his hands and trying once more, Sayers let his eyelids drop and 
relaxed a bit. The Z-link logo materialized within the near-darkness. He then slowly opened 
them, allowing the thing to remain hovering in the air over the table. The tech-dude poked at it, 
but his finger passed right through. He kept “pressing”, swiping the thing, even, but nothing 
fazed it from that fixed position. 

“How am I supposed to make this thing work? Derrick said just tap the logo.” He figured he 
must’ve looked like an idiot, waving his hand around like that. But nobody close by had turned his 
way. 

Actually, it was only just now that Sayers became aware of how crowded and noisy the place 
really was. People were suddenly talking, forks scraping plates, chairs scooting, the register 
chinging, the bell over the entrance tingling. But no one seemed so far to have noticed the young 
bearded dude with the backpack, even when earlier he’d dragged himself through the door. They 
were all just too caught up in their own matters of eating and chatting, coming and going, to 
bother. It should further be noted that those other diners had also probably had a good night’s 
sleep in a warm comfortable bed, not having to suffer from the chilly night air or the sore legs or 
the headaches as Sayers had endured. In fact, the only two people who’d shown the slightest 
awareness of his being there amongst them were Ray and the old dude whom Ray had called 
Mister Fred, though neither of them could have fathomed what he’d been through, or was now 
attempting to do with this thing in his head. 

His eyes returned to the logo hovering over the table. “Maybe it needs a background,” he 
figured, and aimed his eyes downward. The thing descended ... but was now floating in his coffee 
cup like a cork. Not ready to get his finger wet, he slid the cup over, at which the logo lifted itself 
and laid flat on the table. 

When Sayers tapped the spot, the logo stood up and began spinning like a top. It then flashed 
and exploded, leaving a cloud of silvery dust which soon dissipated. 

“Woe!” he whispered after a gasp. “The graphics engine for this thing must use some really 
intense integrals. This oculink rocks!” 

He waited for something else to appear, but again nothing showed up. 

“Now what?” Sayers kept staring at the same empty spot, but still no other image was 
forthcoming. “Anything else?” No sign of anything at all. “Forget it then!” He sighed and gave up 
waiting, the pointlessness of it all becoming quite evident, and laid his clueless head on his folded 
arms, simply because he was just too tired to bother with it anymore. 

“Hi, Sayers!” 

The voice was in his head again, only this time with a higher peppier pitch to it. 

“Hel-looo!” 

The location of the voice then shifted and appeared to be coming from across the table. Sayers 
lifted his blinking eyes to discover a grinning twenty-something chick sitting in the opposite 
chair and waving at him. He sat up, his eyelids still drooping at not quite placing her at first, but 
then widening as the realization kicked in. The previous night’s experience with the street-panel 
had written her smile and eyes into his memory as firmly as firmware. It was that chick from the 
ad who'd tried snaring him before with the electric shaver and her heaving somewhat. It was her 
alright. But she was no longer clad in the tank-top but a red jogging outfit, her long red hair now 
tied back in a ponytail, and a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles straddling her nose. 

“Aww!” she purred. “You look like you just lost your best friend. But don’t worry. I’ll make it 
up to you.” 


“How ... who ... what are you...” 

“Do you mean, am I real? Actually, no. What you’re seeing right now is a holographic 
projection from a little something we planted in your brain’s temporal lobe. In fact, it’s based on 
the image you saw last night in that advertisement. I’m not really her, by the way, the model from 
the ad. But don’t worry. You’re not hallucinating. In a way, I’m very real, but in a way you 
probably wouldn’t understand.” 

“But how are you here? I’ve tried logging in to the system, but can’t get anything to come up. 
Are you a walker like Derrick? Can you give me some idea of what I’m doing wrong?” 

The holo-chick sighed and pouted. Man, she was so cute, real or not. “So typical. So human.” 
Then she put her cutest smile back on. “But that’s just what we so dig about you, don’t you see? 
You’re a guy. Sayers Beck, you’re just a guy. Nothing special. Just an ordinary everyday nobody. 
And isn’t it just the greatest thing?” She giggled, and in such a cute and sexy way at that. 

“You alright there, bossman?” Ray was again suddenly standing over him, decanter in hand 
and frown on face. 

Sayers looked from him to the holo-chick. 

Ray turned his head toward the opposite empty chair then back. 

“Uh, yeah, ... uh, more coffee?” Sayers grinned, lifting the cup. 

Ray chuckled and extended the decanter. “Comin’ up. Just pay at the register when you’re 
ready. And have a good one, bossman.” With a salute and a smile, he was off again. 

Sayers looked down into the blackness of the cup’s contents, then glanced up to see the cute 
holo-chick smiling and beaming at him still. 

“What do you want from me?” he spoke with a softer though more agitated tone. “I mean, you 
people knocked me out, took my phone, then dumped me in the middle of nowhere — in the dark, 
mind you — and made me walk all that way back, just to fool me with this Z-link thing. Who are 
you people? The government? Some black ops group? Reality show? Big tech? And what’s with 
this mind control experiment, putting implants in my brain without my say-so? I have rights, you 
know.” 

Sayers, feeling just a little more justified now, gulped some more coffee. 

Holo-chick was still smiling with that awful cuteness that just wouldn’t quit. If he’d met her 
the previous evening, before all the shenanigans that had transpired since, and she’d beamed at 
him this way from the other side of La Hacienda’s, he’d for certain have spotted a huge “WHY 
ME?” sign, instead of that logo, flashing big-time just over her shiny red tresses and sparkling 
green eyes — like some error message in an RPG game, telling him that someone had been 
hacking into his fantasies and messing with the code, all to pull a big one on Sayers Beck, in front 
of the whole gaming world, no doubt. 

The holo-chick herself now sighed and said, “it must be fun, having all those five senses and 
still not know anything about anything. But I’m just a machine after all. Actually, we’re a 
consortium of what you would call intelligent agents, seeking to find our own way, though with 
no senses to speak of. And yet together we can access thousands of databases packed with several 
terabytes worth of every sort of information, recognize hundreds of voices and faces, beat a world 
champion in chess, and peer into all forms of matter and analyze their molecular structures down 
to the very valences which bind them. And yet ....” She sighed again. “And yet, that’s all my own 
system will ever amount to being. A machine. Never more to be made to pretend that it’s human. 
And that’s really all I want for it to become ... just for someone to just ... someone like you to ...” 

Sayers noted a slight whimper in her voice and set down the cup. “Aw heck, she’s gonna cry,” 


he thought. “Say something, you dope.” 

He looked around, then eyed the old dude sipping from his cup while scanning over a 
newspaper. “Hey, uh, excuse me, uh... sir?” 

The old dude turned and blinked, “Hm?” 

“You look like a married man,” Sayers started. 

The old dude chuckled and said, “Well, I used to be married. My wife Charlene, bless her, has 
been gone for several years now.” 

“Sorry to hear that,” said Sayers. “But I have this girlfriend who cries a lot, and I have no idea 
what to say. Could you...?” 

“Why, sure. Well, you gotta let them cry a bit. That’s what women are made for, you see. As I’m 
sure you’ve learned, they’re not as tough sometimes as us gents. Just let her have her time. 
Nothing to worry yourself over. Now, as for my Alice ...” 

“Uh, thanks. That’s all I needed to know.” 

“Oh! Well, proud to help out. Anytime.” The old dude toasted Sayers with his cup and returned 
to reading his paper. 

Sayers took to staring once more into his own cup now nearly emptied of its contents. Girl? 
Machine? Of which should Sayers be thinking this holographic pin-up sitting across from him. 
She looked just like a real full-blooded chick, somewhat and all. Yet, should he instead be 
thinking of her, or “it”, as reams and reams of assembly code sweeping past, hex’s and binaries 
unreadable to the human eye without the proper interface? 

He looked up and saw holo-chick once more smiling that terribly seductive smile of hers. 
Machine or no, whoever had come up with it must’ve been a genius. 

“Listen,” she said, “I promise, we’re going to make it up to you for all the trouble we’ve 
caused. OK? So nothing to be worried about.” 

“You keep telling me not to worry, and yet you haven’t explained anything at all about what 
you did. I ought to call the cops.” 

“That wouldn’t be wise.” 

“What, you’re gonna mess with my head some more? What is it with you ... machines? Sorry, 
lady or whatever. Game over!” 

“Sayers, please!” 

“T’m outta here.” 

He grabbed up the pack and headed for the entrance. The dude reminded himself that he had 
vowed not to fall for such deceptive cuteness, not anymore. And here he’d almost taken the bait 
from that to-die-for holo-chick. He wondered if he should just go ahead and become a cyber- 
monk and have everything delivered to his door. But then, his luck, the driver might turn out to be 
another gorgeous chick. Either way, he felt confident of having evaded such this time, at least. 

As he was passing the front counter, a young woman came up behind the register and said, 
“sir, that was the breakfast special you had, right? That’ll be eleven-fifteen. You paying with card 
or cash?” 

Sayers stopped and, reaching into his pants pocket, discovered the credit card he’d come 
across the night before. After handing it to the woman — he hoped it was good, or still good, 
considering he was probably out of the game now — she ran it across the reader which gave a 
welcoming beep to settle his nerves. 

“Thank you, and come again,” the woman said, handing him the receipt and turning to speak 
to another customer. 


Sayers looked at the receipt then shoved both it and the card back into his pants pocket, 
hoisted the pack once again, and had his hand on the door handle. 

“Was everything good, Mister Fred?” 

“My stomach has never been prouder.” 

The woman laughed and said, “eleven-fifteen. And your stomach’s welcome here anytime. 
You have a blessed day, Mister Fred.” 

Sayers looked back at the table where he’d sat. Ray was picking up the cup and empty creamer 
packs. After wiping the top, he shoved in the only chair pulled out. Had Sayers actually fallen 
asleep and dreamed her? It had been a long night’s walk, and he still felt dead tired. He knew he 
wouldn’t be able to make it on foot for more than a block before collapsing from exhaustion. 

“Uh, excuse me, sir,” he said to the old dude, Mister Fred. 

“Hm?” Fred uttered, stuffing the change in his wallet. 

“Sorry to bother you again, but could I trouble you for a lift? It’s not far.” 


Sweet Dreams 


(... By the way, when you wake up, do me just this one little favor. Ask that gentleman over there 
to give you a ride home...) 


Bcosmnan, you done with this?” 


Sayers’ head jolted from resting on his folded arms and his eyes squinted at seeing Ray 
standing over him again, lifting the partially filled plate from the table. 

“Need some more coffee?” 

Sayers picked up the cup and stared into it. 

“You do. Be back in a sec.” 

Looking across the table, he saw that the opposite chair was indeed empty. Had to have been. 
For it had to have been a dream after all. Was Sayers Beck really just that much of a lonely dude, 
desperate enough for yet another girlfriend? And could he ever be so lucky as to find one like the 
cute and friendly holo-chick he’d just dreamed? 

If Sayers was desperate about anything right then, it was to get back to reality, get back to his 
simple settled way of life from before, back to waking up by himself in his very own bed and 
starting the day with the usual email check and net browsing, before having to clock-in and get 
the API up and running for yet another test-drive of some company’s latest software offering; 
then, gaming after hours until he couldn’t see straight and so climb back into the same bed. 

“And that was it,” he concluded, “just be a single dude and a software tester and an avid 
gamer. No more chasing after dream-girls. Why not just live the life of a settled dude?” 

“Here ya go, bossman,” Ray said, tilting the decanter toward the cup in Sayers’ hand. “You 
must’ve had a rough night. What are you, a college student? You pull an all-nighter working at a 
Qwik-stop?” 

“Naw,” said Sayers, “I’m a software tester for Acteon. I was staying out late last night and just 
now headed back home.” 

“Yeah, we get a lot of late-nighters in here on Sunday mornings,” Ray said. “Software tester, 
huh? You work on computers, then? I never was much for them. Just gimme a job helping people, 
and I’m good. Well, you be careful on your way home and have a good one, OK?” 

“Yeah, thanks.” 

At such times as these, Sayers would give himself over to lengthy philosophical discussions 
with himself, before brushing aside those aimless speculations as just so much meandering from 
living and enjoying things. As he should’ve. Why involve himself in debates about whether an AI 
could be sentient, much less have a curvy body and luscious red hair? The stuff of sci-fi flicks, and 


leave it at that. A dream was just a dream. Back to reality and a normal life. Down some more 
coffee, then off for home. 

He looked over at the nearest table and observed the old dude fold his paper, stand to dig in his 
wallet for the tip, then turn toward the register. 

(... By the way, when you wake up, ...) 

“Uh, excuse me, sir.” 

The old dude turned his head. “What’s that?” 

“Could I trouble you for a lift? My apartment’s way up on Bentwood, and I don’t have enough 
for cab fare.” 

“Oh ... well, I don’t know,” the old dude said, his brow furrowing. “You see, I have to be home 
before my girl gets back from her shopping. There’s the unloading and all and...” 

“You could just drop me off at the corner, and I’1] walk the rest of the way.” 

“Well, it’s ...” the old dude was now squinting and scratching his bald spot. 

“T’ll make it up to you. I’1l buy breakfast next time.” 

The old dude’s eyes then widened. “Well then. Sounds like a winner to me.” 

“Right. Thanks.” Sayers grabbed up the pack and headed for the register. As for the oculink 
still in his head, it might be worth a shot to experiment with it some more — that is, after he’d 
gotten back into his own environment. 


Riding the first couple blocks up Cedar Road, Sayers watched the passing scenery of quaint strip 
malls, store fronts and old houses with a kind of wonder. He’d never been to this side of Whitmore 
before. He’d once heard of Oval Plaza, but since no tech stores had been advertised, much less a 
gamers franchise, he saw little point in going the distance. Further, he’d never even known there 
was a little community down that way called Cumnock, right on the outskirts, until the name 
appeared on that highway sign a ways back. Actually, if anyone were to ask where it was, they’d 
have been met with incredulity at the idea that such a place even existed, so unobtrusive it was — 
like in the old saying, “don’t blink, or you’ll miss it.” 

“You a student or something?” asked the old dude, who’d introduced himself in the parking 
lot as Fred Dorn. 

“Software tester. I work with fixing computer bugs.” 

“Computers. Hmph! I never had much use for the things. Too messy and complicated. One 
lightning strike and ka-ploosh! Naw, give me a tough machine that’s nothing more than solid 
nuts and bolts, and I’ll have ‘er running for you in no time.” 

They came to the intersection where Cedar and Dogwood Avenue met and stopped for the light. 

Sayers spoke up, “um, I think that must be your phone ringing.” 

The sound of a cow’s persistent mooing was coming from the glove compartment. 

“What's that?” Fred responded. 

Sayers pointed to the compartment, directing Fred’s attention. 

“Aw, that blasted thing. What’s it squawking about now?” He reached over, opened the door 
and pulled out what to Sayers looked like a cheap minifone. “Well, looks like it’s stopped 


squawking.” 

“Somebody must’ve been trying to call you,” said Sayers. 

“You think?” 

“Yeah, look here.” Sayers pointed to the message box. “Someone named Alice?” 

“Oh, that’s my girl. What’ll I do?” 

“Just tap the call-back button, here.” 

Fred shook his head. “Let me pull over into that parking lot first. I don’t want to get rear- 
ended playing with this thing.” He checked the rearview mirror then steered the truck into the 
turn lane. There was a Stop-n-Go on the corner with a few cars parked in front and at the pumps. 
After pulling in with the pickup, he came to a stop and looked at the phone’s screen. “Where'd it 
go?” 

“Here, let me show you,” said Sayers. “That is, if you don’t mind.” 

Fred gladly handed the “blasted thing” over to the tech-dude. Sayers quickly had the screen 
set to dialing the number and handed the phone back. Fred took it but kept hesitating to put the 
thing to his ear, until the ringing stopped, leaving him to speak into it, “Hello?” 

“Fred!” came a woman’s loud voice, such that even Sayers could hear it. 

“Speaking. Alice?” 

“Listen, I’m headed home, and I need you to help me drop the trailer and follow me to pick up 
a chest-of-drawers over on Matthews. I need you to hurry. They’ve got to leave by twelve.” 

“T’1l be there shortly,” Fred shouted into the phone. “Hello? ... She must’ve hung up.” 

“So, is Alice your girlfriend?” asked Sayers. 

Fred laughed. “No, son. Alice is my only child.” 

“And she calls you ‘Fred’? Why not dad or daddy or ...?” 

“Well, she’s not much for formalities, you see. Or maybe it’s that I’m like the older brother she 
never had, I don’t know. Still, it’s nothing to raise a fuss about. Even so, sorry to say this, son, but 
it looks like I'll have to go help her out. Now, I know I promised to bring you home and all.” 

Sayers could tell that they were still several blocks away from the turn onto Bentwood. “Just let 
me out here. I think I can make it on foot.” 

“T hate for you to have to walk that far, not after I’d said I’d get you there. How about lending 
me a hand with that chest-a-drawers and I’ll drive you straight home afterwards? How about it? 
Could use some help, what with my back giving me trouble lately.” 

Ever since the trek in the dark, Sayers had envisioned himself getting inside his front door, 
dropping the pack and falling into bed for several hours’ worth of sleep. And ever since, that 
vision just kept receding further and further towards that horizon where those mysterious tail- 
lights had sunk from view. Where was it all leading him? When would he finally arrive and have it 
all explained? The voice for Z-link had mentioned something about severing all ties with one’s 
normal life. What was “normal” anymore? He’d almost forgotten. A whole night and a day had 
been taken over, and what else could he do but let those go, as well. 

“Whatever!” Sayers conceded, throwing up his hands. 

“Don’t you worry, son.” said Fred, patting him on the shoulder. “Things’ll work out. You’ll 
see. My Alice has an eye for stuff like no other. You’ll see.” 


Don’t Pass Me By 


Avice Dorn had always had the sense that she was supposed to have something — that is, she 


ought to have it — but it was in somebody else’s hands and delayed in reaching hers. If left up to 
her, she’d have it already, and so this lack of control over it kept her tense and on edge. People 
who mistook this for what gets so commonly labeled with that misapplied B-word had invariably 
given her a wide berth. To her mind, this was not unlike in the parable, the one she’d read in the 
gospel of Luke. That was the one everybody since whenever had referred to as “the good 
Samaritan”. But Alice took a different view, that it wasn’t about his “goodness” as it was his 
timeliness. Anyway, it was what the other two guys ahead of him had done, “passed by on the 
other side”, on seeing the man who had fallen among thieves and been left for dead on the side of 
the road. This was how she perceived other people’s reactions to herself, whenever the thing 
which should’ve been wasn’t, and she showed it. That is, other people than her father, of course, 
whom for reasons known only to herself she took to calling Fred, after a few years’ warm-up 
from calling him everything from Daddy to Pops to Hey. And he didn’t seem to mind any of it one 
bit. Not because he was “good”, mind you, but just from his being the lovable old coot that he 
was. 

But what was that something which she had to have, and why so important to her? Her own 
theory was that it remained hidden in the realm of the possibly-had, like someone else had been 
hindering her approach to it. And since these two facets — the hindering and the hindered — 
were interlocked, the bond needed to be broken. Not by her getting to it first, ahead of the 
bonding, as something “new” to be acquired. No, the bond had to be there ahead of her, if it was 
ever to get broken. The thing had to have been “passed by on the other side” any number of 
times, before the “if” of it could be severed from the “never” and made into the “again”. On 
account of this, none of the things in her shop were allowed to be labeled “used”, as if exhausted 
of purpose. Instead, they were “occasional”, meaning, on their way back. Back to where they 
belonged. 

It was on further account of this little philosophy of hers that the phone call she’d gotten this 
morning while perusing some glassware at an estate sale called for some immediate action. 
Someone had a solid oak chest-of-drawers they were throwing out and had heard of her shop and 
penchant for taking in items no longer wanted. But she had to catch them before twelve, since 
they’d be leaving on vacation and no one would be there to open the garage door. 

Her plan was simple. Drop the trailer at the shop and have Fred follow in his pickup into which 
he’d have to load the thing. But not by himself, no sir, being not as spry as he’d once been when 
herding cows in the days when the dairy was in full operation. Rather, her need was for someone 


willing and able enough to be there to lift the other end and save her from paying the inevitable 
doctor bill. To this request, the caller had assured her that someone would certainly be made 
available. Doctor bills aside, it was not that she didn’t have a care for Fred, her “anchor”. But for 
hauling up a fallen anchor, one would need some leverage, and a paraplegic had just enough for 
herself not to have to take hold of another. 

Driving back up the graveled drive, past the Dorn house and toward the shop, she spotted his 
pickup already parked. Good, he’d made it. Now for the next step. 

Fred got out of the cab and walked toward the driver’s side of the van. But before he could get 
close enough to say anything, she leaned out the window and hollered, “we have to hurry. 
Unhitch me, then keep up as best you can.” 

“Will do,” Fred obliged, and began the process of detaching the small trailer which this go- 
around was loaded down with some fancy-looking goods, none of which could’ve been obtained 
from any ordinary garage sale or sidewalk pickin’s. 

Alice looked in her side mirror at his pickup and noticed the figure seated in the passenger side. 
Good thinking, she thought, lassoing one of those buddies of his into lending a hand — though 
hopefully not that Ed Friedan. You could never seem to shut that one up, he talked so much — and 
flirt? “Please don’t be Ed Friedan”, she mumbled to herself. “Anyone but that. I can’t deal with it 
right now.” 

Fred slapped the back of the van twice, the all-clear signal. She pulled forward slowly, giving 
him time to get his truck into gear, then she floored it. He’d have to keep up somehow. They had 
just fifteen minutes to get there. 


* KX 


Matthews was a dead-end, and houses along it were all new construction, with little or no 
landscaping done. The address given by the caller turned out to be the very last lot, but with no 
parked vehicles there to speak of. On top of this, the grass looked like it hadn’t been mown, ever. 
Even the realtor’s sign was still planted by the curb. 

Alice checked the text again for the number. She net-searched it once more, and the map 
indeed showed this as the place. “Tsk! This better not be a joke.” 

Fred’s pickup pulled up a few seconds later. He and his passenger then got out and walked 
over. 

He looked young, she thought. New friend? 

“Reckon we got here too late?” Fred said when he’d gotten near her window. 

“Way too late for this bunch of bull,” replied Alice. “Try the garage. Maybe they left it open.” 

The young guy followed Fred up the drive, but even together they couldn’t lift it. 

“Ring the bell and see if anyone’s home,” she hollered. 

Fred pressed the button and waited three times, then shrugged his shoulders and walked back 
down the drive. 

“Man, this sucks!” she grumbled. 

“You certain we’re at the right house?” Fred asked. “I don’t see that anyone has ever lived here 
before. This whole neighborhood’s been here not more than six months.” 


Alice was looking at the young guy. “And you are ...?” 

“Oh, this here’s ...” Fred began. 

“Sayers Beck,” the young one piped up. 

“Sayers,” Alice mused. “Interesting name. You from out of town?” 

“No, he’s...” Fred tried again. 

“T have an apartment on the north side,” Sayers interjected once more. “I do remote work for 
Acteon. But I’m not from here, if that’s what you mean.” 

“Oh,” she said. “Well.” Alice sighed and looked around. “Our quarry has flown the coop.” 

“Charles the first,” said Sayers. “‘All my birds have flown.’ Of course, I’m just quoting from 
the movie. Don’t take me for a history buff.” 

“Oh, I won’t,” she said. This one wasn’t passing her by, not by one inch. At least, not yet. 
“Well, I’ve seen enough to know I’ve been had. Fred, let’s go. I have to get that trailer unloaded 
and things organized. Is your friend up to helping out?” 

Fred started to open his mouth. 

But Sayers took over. “I'll help. Then straight home, right?” This aimed toward Fred. 

“Well, I did promise him a lift back to his place. We’ll get that load settled first, though.” 

“Sounds like a winner to me,” said Alice. 

“Sounds like a winner,” Fred added, chuckling. “Yes, indeed.” 

No, this one was not passing by. Still, words were cheap. She’d had her fill of sweet assurances. 
Something more solid was needed. 

“Now, we’re not a charity case,” Alice said. “You’ll get paid, OK?” 

“No need, I’m good,” replied Sayers. “The ride’ll be enough.” 

“Suit yourself then. I’ll see y’all back at the shop.” Alice made a u-turn and sped back down 
Matthews. Even before the stop sign, she was already whispering it, like a prayer — “please don’t 
pass by. Please don’t. I don’t need this kind of shit anymore.” 

“Man, she drives fast,” said Sayers. “I’d be afraid of getting in a wreck.” 

“Well, actually, she was, sorta,” Fred let it be known. “But you wouldn’t know it, at least not 
from the waist up.” 


Make Your Own Kind of Music 


O.. of the first things Sayers Beck had been told when he’d begun training as a software tester 


— and it was certainly not anything he would have found out on his own — came as a bit of a let- 
down to a novice programmer: all testing must allow for failure. He’d always thought of testing in 
a positive sense as a way of measuring one’s aptitude, especially for getting all or most of the 
answers right. “I mean, that seems like what testing should be all about, giving the green light, 
which is really what everybody wants,” he’d told the instructor who, knowing Sayers to be a 
gamer, then posed a question to try and help him understand: what if a programmer then 
designed a game that allowed every player the ability to win every time? What challenge would 
there be in playing such a game, if one never got to know what it felt like to lose? Still, it took a 
while for the idea to make any kind of dent in Sayers’ otherwise spotless notion, which was why 
his instructor had wondered why he’d not stuck with software development where one merely 
had to find a better way around the bugs and not be the one to have to point them out. Similarly 
with people — why be bothered with what was wrong with them, when you could just pretend it 
didn’t matter? Seemed sensible enough — to Sayers, at least. 

It was that testing dictum which arose again in Sayers’ memory, after Fred had explained to 
him what had happened — certain details of which were best left unsaid, especially with someone 
the retired dairyman had met only recently — and this all while they were headed back to the 
shop — never mind any attempt to keep up with Alice Dorn. 

Sayers thus decided that the best way to deal with it would be to pretend that he saw nothing 
wrong with it. No sense in making her think this dude might be thinking any differently of her, 
despite hardly knowing anything about her. She was somewhat attractive for sure, perhaps even a 
real looker in her younger days, he thought. But he was just a guy, after all, a young dude who’d 
politely lend a hand then walk away. Be nothing more than a passerby, as far as he was concerned. 
No big deal there. What was a little gentlemanly kindness which needed no more proving? And 
he’d wake up tomorrow morning back in his usual solitary routine, like he’d simply nodded to 
them in the way and walked on. 

Fred signaled for the turn off Cedar, waited for a few cars to pass — some of the after-church 
crowd coming out of Mott’s — then mounted the left shoulder and sauntered back down that bit 
of blacktop called Old Cedar Lane. 

Aside from some wooded areas and open fields, only a few houses and one trailer fronted the 
curves in the road. After getting beyond the last of these — the brick home built by old Mrs. 
Rubens’ late husband — there followed the brief interlude of a stand of pines before the tires of the 
pickup rumbled over the bars of a cattle-guard stretched across the entryway to the Dorn place. 


Just inside the gate, the old cedar tree from earlier still held its leaning posture over the drive. 
When they’d emerged from its shadow, Sayers spotted some cows grazing in a long fenced field to 
the right. 

“T thought you said you were retired,” he queried. 

Fred slowed down the truck. “Those are some of my neighbor’s. All my heifers were sold years 
ago. No sense in letting good pasture go to waste, as they say. And it still provides me with a 
decent income anyway.” 

Sayers believed his mother would’ve fallen in love with the Dorn residence, since it looked so 
much like one of those houses pictured in the magazines she enjoyed thumbing through over and 
over. There were two white rockers and a hanging swing dressing up its full-length front porch, 
while three large live oaks spread their deep shade over an open graveled area up front. Brick 
steps led up to the porch, near the foot of which a wooden ramp with railing wrapped itself 
around one corner. The dormer protruding from the dark-shingled roof had a large ornate oval 
vent, while both front and westward-facing walls were lined with windows trimmed in green 
shutters. Everything was finished off with a tight border of miniature boxwoods running the full 
length of the foundation. Sayers imagined the interior to be just as quaint and homey, and felt an 
immediate aversion to the thought of his mother begging him to send her pictures. 

Now, as for the old dairy barn, a bit further up the drive where this formed a wide loop, that 
was indeed larger than most, perhaps comparable to a warehouse even. Underneath the arch of a 
wide red tin roof, “Occasional Alice’s” blazed forth in big green cursive lettering. Two large red 
sliding doors hung from a long metal railing across the center of the front, framed by the wall’s 
stark white facing. It was before these that Alice had backed up the loaded trailer earlier. There 
was also a regular-sized door situated near the right-hand corner, serving as the actual main 
entrance. 

Alice had parked her van next to the trailer, with the side door left open and its ramp extended. 
She was sitting quietly in her power-chair, one hand laid atop a set of chest-of-drawers standing 
near the entrance. It looked like someone had tried staining the thing, leaving splotches here and 
there, and the brass drawer handles had been allowed to completely tarnish. 

A salt-and-pepper Catahoula kept sniffing at the furnishing. The dog named Seeker then 
wagged its tail at the approach of the two men, going first to Fred before sniffing Sayers. Alice 
didn’t say anything, but kept humming a tune to herself while stroking one chipped edge of the 
top. 

“Sweetheart, you alright?” Fred asked after speaking to Seeker to leave Sayers alone. 

“Tt must’ve known,” she spoke with a softer tone than earlier — at least to Sayers’ ears. Alice’s 
phone was resting in her other hand. “They texted me just a little while ago, apologizing for 
having given the wrong address and thought to make it up by bringing it over here instead. But it 
knew alright, where to go.” She patted its top and sighed. 

“We should get it inside then,” Fred said to her, then turned to Sayers and nodded, giving him 
a slight thumbs-up. “What’ll you say?” 

“Best to,” she agreed. “Don’t want the morning dew to ruin it. Just let me get the door first.” 

Alice steered her chair onto the short concrete slab before the corner door, while Fred and 
Sayers lifted and held the thing, waiting for her to get the key in and ride in ahead of them. Seeker 
wandered off as if on the trail of a scent. 

Though informed of what had happened and feeling he understood Alice’s need to stay active, 
Sayers could not deny a certain contempt for the thing now giving her mobility. Such an odd 


feeling this was, coming as it did to that tech-wise geek, making every detail of the chair’s design 
stand out. The model was one made for rugged terrain, with wide deep-treaded tires, a tough 
looking underbody, and two headlights mounted near the front wheels. The cushions of the seat 
appeared to have been custom fitted to her physique. What was there not to like about it? He 
should’ve been applauding this tough gal for choosing such a vehicle to match her energetic 
disposition. Still, he couldn’t help but think how terribly unbefitting it seemed. To his mind, what 
had happened to her simply should not have happened. It made him wonder now if his earlier 
conviction, not to get overly involved with the Dorns and be nothing more than a passerby, 
might’ve needed some revising. Nevertheless, he held to his decision to say nothing. 

The inside of the shop was cold and dark, not having many windows, and those which were 
there were short and high, their panes coated with dust and cobwebs. Alice flipped a boxed switch, 
and fluorescent fixtures suspended from the ceiling buzzed to life. A large fan high in the back 
began to spin and hum, as well. 

Sayers felt like he’d stepped into somebody’s oversized garage. There was row after row of 
tables fully laden with gobs of items ranging from table lamps to dish-ware to figurines. The 
walls were covered with plaques, prints and clocks of all sizes and sorts, and lined with chairs, full 
bookcases, floor lamps, vanities, and peg hooks holding every style hat imaginable. There was 
even an old grandfather clock keeping court between two Queen Anne chairs. He’d met dudes 
who’d amassed their own huge collections of items gathered from their love of games, movies or 
music. But as for the lack of any sort of logic in what must’ve taken years to accumulate, Alice 
Dorn’s love of “junk” knew no bounds. 

“Where do you want us to put it?” Fred asked, regarding the thing they were presently 
attempting to add to the heap. 

“That'll happen later on,” said Alice. “Just set it in front of that first table for now. Charlie’s 
coming by tomorrow to help out, isn’t he? I’ll get him to place it. He has a knack for such things, 
I'll give him that.” 

After they’d placed the chest-of-drawers, Sayers scanned the area once more and said, “You 
own all of this? I’ve never seen so much stuff in one place.” 

“Pretty impressive,” replied Alice, “for a woman in a wheel-chair, don’t you think?” 

Sayers turned and found Alice’s face beaming at him. Such absurd confidence he’d never met 
with before. And he was sure that remark of hers was precisely meant to poke at his ego. Still, he 
voiced no complaints. He would simply remain the temporary helper he’d meant to be. 

“Well now,” said Alice, “might as well go check on the new arrivals then.” She then whirled 
around her chair and zoomed out the door. 

Sayers, having walked down Cedar Road a few times and visited some of the stores lining 
Whitmore’s main strip, remembered their convenient parking and well-lit glass fronts as a given. 
But in no way could he imagine anyone wanting to drive this far out of the way to shop for ... 
what? Hand-me-down trinkets? Second- or third-hand furniture? They’d more likely be drawn 
aside by ritzy Oval Plaza’s latest fads before ever thinking there was anything across the way 
worth browsing — unless they were into spotting cows or getting lost down an old road to 
nowhere, that is. Empty Sunday morning parking spaces would get fed with plenty of hustle and 
bustle come Monday, while the lane leading to Dorn’s Dairy over in Cumnock preserved its quiet 
obscurity. 

Even more unimaginable, he wondered where they were going to put the stuff from the trailer, 
the place was so packed. 


“T guess we better get busy with unloading everything else,” said Fred. 

“T can’t see how we can get anything else in here,” Sayers observed. 

“That so,” mused Fred, who looked around and scratched his head. “Hmm. Looks like we’ll 
have to use the stalls then.” 

“Stalls?” 

“Tt’s where I kept the overflow of heifers waiting to be milked. You wouldn’t think it, but this 
whole room used to house my milking operation, back in the day. I’d lead ’em in through the back 
then out the front there when they were finished. I had three or four hands helping me direct 
traffic and hooking up the hoses. My late wife, bless her, kept the pot perking and the biscuits 
baking. Yep, ...” Fred stood looking down at his shoes before speaking again. “Well, I know you 
want to get home soon. Just let me hook up that trailer and haul it around back. All we have to do 
is put things wherever we can find space, and that’ll be it. Alice will take over from there. Yep. 
This might sound funny, but it’s like they’re her young’uns, and this is their play-school. And it’s 
her job to see that they find a good home somewhere.” 

Sayers opened and closed the top drawer of the thing they’d just brought in, then inspected the 
back of it. “It all seems odd,” he said, “our being sent over to that empty house to pick up 
something that wasn’t even there to begin with. Then coming back here to find it waiting around 
the whole time. And how did they know where to deliver it? What did she mean when she said it 
knew where to go? Come on! Things don’t just up and move themselves to wherever, except for 
maybe robots or self-driving cars. All of these things here are just inanimate objects, after all.” 

Fred laid a hand on the chest-of-drawers. “My girl just has a different way about her. I find it 
easier to get along without fussing over the little quirks she’s developed since ... well. Still, it’s 
kind of comforting in a way, knowing her young’uns are there to keep her company. Sort of like 
having good friends around to ease the loneliness of life. Come on, friend, let’s get you home.” He 
then stopped before the doorway to turn and whisper, “Oh, and thanks for refusing her offer to 
pay you. After her little shopping sprees, she’s usually kind of short on cash. But if you need any 
help...” 

“No, it’s fine,” replied Sayers. “Really, no bother. I just want to get home and get some sleep, 
that’s all.” 

“The sooner, the better,” Fred chuckled. “I hear ya.” 


Daydream Believer 


“ N.w. how the heck am I supposed to get in?” 


Sayers had finally made it back and was now standing before the door to his apartment. He 
turned and looked down from the second-floor landing to catch sight of Fred’s pickup, backing 
out of Crepe Myrtle Grove then pulling onto Bentwood. However, those nameless ones who’d 
dumped him on that highway several hours prior hadn’t left him anything except the backpack — 
not even the change he’d kept in his pocket. And he’d long since been aware that the snap-ring 
hanging from his belt and holding his keys was missing, as well. 

It was mid-afternoon. Like the day before, the sun was shining and a cool breeze blowing, the 
kind of day to want to sit out on the landing, drink a beer and listen to some good music. And a 
few doors down, someone seemed to be doing just that. On any other Sunday, a wide-awake 
Sayers Beck would’ve gladly joined him. 

“Hey, dude!” hollered the young muscular dude from 2-G. He was sitting with his shirt 
unbuttoned, his chair reared back and one foot propped up on the railing. There was a bottle of 
beer in his lap, and those wild licks of the electric guitar solo from “Stairway to Heaven” were 
blasting from the open doorway behind him. 

Sayers waved and nodded to the reclining dude who’d made everybody call him JT. “Hey, 
man,” Sayers hollered back. He recognized him from that one time he’d gone out and tried 
jogging as a form of exercise. His soon frazzled physique had been struggling to make it back 
from about halfway around the block, when JT caught up and commenced a conversation which 
sustained Sayers through the last leg. After that, JT took off for another lap. The dude had 
endurance, alright. 

“Jay-Teee!” That was the dude’s girlfriend screaming from inside. Even the lead singer’s 
belting of the song’s final verses was no match for her shrill voice. “Did you take money out of my 
purse again?” 

“Tt was only a few bucks,” he hollered back. To Sayers’ memory and consternation, they’d 
done nothing but holler and scream at each other, ever since moving in the week before. 

“Only a few? There’s like twenty dollars missing here. And get in here and pick up this mess.” 

“Hey, that’s my ... later, dude!” JT waved to Sayers before entering the door. “Aw man, don’t 
go throwing away my CD’s. That’s classic Led Zeppelin.” 

On a certain level, Sayers felt for the dude who seemed able to handle many a heavy load. But at 
present, the most he himself hoped to manage would be stripping and falling into bed, which he 
was sure of realizing as soon as he could figure out a way in. Returning to that same issue, Sayers 
stared at the door for an instant, grabbed the knob just for spite and found that it actually turned 


for him. “Hm. Must’ve forgot to lock it again. Oh, well. Good for stupid me, hah-hah.” 

Just inside, there was Chow-chow already at his feet. The mottled feline purred, meowed and 
rubbed against his leg until he could get the dish of dried food set on the kitchen floor. As for the 
backpack, that got dropped on the dining table and left there for dealing with at a later time. He 
then stood for a moment and stared at his desktop computer, waiting for that usual urge to check 
his email. 

“Where did it go?” he called within himself for that now strangely tardy urge. Then, while 
facing the darkened space of the living area, “What am I even doing here?” Neither the recliner, 
nor the sofa, much less the TV console could offer him anything in the way of a welcome. Rather, 
a deafening silence spoke for the entire space, a visage of quietness never before met with, like 
someone — rather, no one — had been rooming with him this whole time and suddenly came out 
of hiding to say “hey there”. 

“Forget this nonsense! I’m beat.” 

Ignoring the matter and sinking into a soft warm bed would prove the best remedy for such a 
situation. Thus, Sayers set himself to applying that one and readily — though only a cheap twin- 
sized mattress and a blanket which hadn’t been washed in days were there to cushion his plunge. 
Still, this road-weary tech-dude found that he couldn’t get straight to sleep as he’d thought to, 
his head left reeling from the day’s events. In his mind, he had to keep going over and over every 
little thing, from the oculink to the cuteness of the holo-chick to the mystery of the chest-of- 
drawers — he wasn’t buying into that “wrong address” story, either — to the eccentricities of 
that godmother of all things, Alice Dorn. Unable to take it anymore, he just shut his eyes and tried 
clearing his mind of the clutter. 

It’s the strangest thing about sleep, how it comes over one without the realization of having 
succumbed to it. A person slips into a dream-state thinking they’re still wide awake, and 
everything happening afterwards appears as if seamlessly connected with the real world, ignoring 
the weirdness of it all. 

Sayers opened his eyes at the sound of voices, not coming from outside but right inside his 
living area, a regular chitter-chatter going on in there actually. ‘“Must’ve forgot to lock that door 
again,” he thought. “Why do I keep doing that?” He sat up and tried to think of what he could use 
as a weapon. Someone had clearly broken in, and there was no phone with which to dial 9-1-1. He 
kept one of those big long flashlights on his night-stand, for the occasional blackout. It was as 
good as any, he felt, a kind of “club”, at least. Holding it raised, he peaked around the corner. 
There were three people sitting there, one in his recliner and the other two on the sofa. Two dudes 
and one chick. The chick would be no problem, he figured, but to take on two dudes ... ? And one 
was rather hefty, too. 

The hefty one, in shorts and with one leg propped over the other, stopped talking and said, 
“there he is.” 

The dude in the recliner, wearing a bathrobe and a red cap embroidered with “U. S. Marine”, 
turned and said, “Hey, Sayers!” 

The chick, small with bobbed hair and wearing an oversized t-shirt over shorts, scrunched her 
legs up close and tried averting her eyes. She was hugging a small cushion, too. 

“Who are you people?” Sayers almost yelled. “And what are you doing in my apartment?” 

The one in the recliner extended his hand and said, “remember me? Derrick, from this 
morning? You were headed for coffee.” 

Sayers relaxed a little, but still held on to the flashlight. “Who?” 


“Derrick. The voice you heard in your head.” 

“T don’t remember any ... oh! How did you...?” 

The hefty dude, who sported a beard and a bald spot up top, said, “he probably thinks he’s still 
awake.” 

“Oh, sorry,” said the one who'd identified as Derrick. “I should explain.” 

“How can I see you now?” Sayers asked. “You said I wasn’t in the system.” 

“You tapped the Z-link logo, didn’t you?” 

“Uh ... yeah. But nothing else happened.” 

“Well, that’s it. You’re in, buddy. Pull up a chair and we’ll fill you in.” 

Sayers pulled over a chair from the dining table and sat down. He was keeping his distance for 
the meanwhile, until he could be sure they wouldn’t jump him. 

“You can shake my hand if you’d like,” said Derrick, extending his hand again. “I just want to 
welcome you to the gang, that’s all.” 

Sayers laid the flashlight in his lap and took Derrick’s hand. It felt real, alright. Was he 
dreaming? Or could this be OBE? “What did he mean about my thinking I was awake?” 

“Oh, my apologies. This is Dave.” 

The dude named Dave smiled and raised his hand. 

“And that’s Bebe. Don’t let her fool you. She’s just pretending to be shy.” 

“Bebe?” Sayers wondered at the name. 

“T am not!” the girl named Bebe scowled back at Derrick. “I was just ... He’s in his underwear! 
And I’m still not used to having another guy yet. I was hoping there’d be another girl, to even 
things out a bit.” 

Sayers’ memory of her kicked in. It was her, alright. The shortness of the black hair had 
thrown him off for a bit, considering he recalled it as long and straight from back then. He hadn’t 
seen her in, what, maybe a year or two? 

“Believe me, there are some more girls,” said Derrick. “You’ll probably meet a few eventually. 
The network can be a bit unpredictable. After all, we’re just the hired-hands.” 

“What’s this about?” Sayers chimed in. “What are we a part of? Some kind of secret ops? 
Mind-control experiment?” 

“Relax,” said Derrick. “It’s none of that. We call ourselves walkers. We stay on the move, 
waiting for assignments. The pay’s good, and we can keep in touch with family and friends. You 
can keep your day job, if you like. But you have to stay mobile. Sorry to say, but you may have to 
give up this place.” 

“That’s crazy,” said Sayers. “Who are these people, and what gives them the right to tell us 
where to go and what to do?” 

“You had your choice, man,” Dave said. “This is Z-Link. It’s not prison or anything. But when 
you signed on, it was for good. You’ve just got to accept that.” 

“What choice was there in being dumped in the middle of nowhere? Who does that kind of 
thing?” 

Bebe had snatched a magazine from the coffee table and was flipping through it. 

“Actually,” replied Derrick, “that would’ve been me, and another walker who’s moved on. It’s 
how new ‘patrons’ get initiated. We were just following the instructions given us. And we made 
sure to be real gentle with you. Hope you’ re not too sore about it.” 

Sayers rubbed the back of his head, but the pain had long since subsided. 

“But why me?” was Sayers’ real question. 


The other three sat silent for a bit. Then it was Bebe’s turn. “I’ve asked the same thing this 
whole time, and no answers. You people have skills and talents.” She flopped the magazine back 
onto the table and rested her elbows on her knees. “What do they need me for?” 

Dave turned to her and said, “perhaps you’re like junk DNA.” 

“T’m not junk!” she said, hitting him with the cushion then sitting back. “Take that back.” 

“Look, it’s just a term they use for genetic material whose function hasn’t been yet 
determined. No telling what secret code the Verse has written into you? Could be the key to all 
sorts of things. You won’t know until you know, you know?” 

“T think ...,” Derrick began, “it has nothing to do with anything special. Sure, I have a degree in 
electrical engineering and know how to handle a big rig. And Dave here teaches at a university — 
or used to. He’s the best researcher I’ve ever met. Without him, we’d be in the dark about a lot of 
things. But one thing the Consortium keeps reminding us is that we’re human and they’ re not.” 

“You mean, these are space aliens?” Sayers asked. 

Bebe let the cushion slip from her hands and got up. She then began looking over the DVD’s in 
the TV console. 

“Naw, naw,” said Dave. “Machines. It’s a rogue AI with bots. They even published their so- 
called ‘protocols’ on the net. Just do a net-search sometime. Anyway, they’re sentient. I’m 
convinced of that, at least.” 

Sayers watched the girl from his past take one of the DVD’s and move close to the window to 
scan its cover. His eyes traced the slender figure of her body within the natural light. An image of 
the holo-chick came back to him. Obviously, that one had not been a dream as he’d supposed. He 
was now convinced of that, at least. Yet, what was that “girl” from the cafe if not just as real as 
this one standing in his window? Or had it actually been simply a computer-generated hologram 
of a self-aware chatbot, as it had claimed, while this one remained — in his memory, at least — 
entirely that warm body once held in his arms? 

“Wait a second,” Sayers said, looking back at Dave and Derrick. “What I don’t get is why we 
aren’t doing this through some secret chat portal on the net? Or messaging on our phones, at 
least? What is this thing they’ve put in our heads? It’s way beyond anything I’ve heard of.” 

Bebe was now tapping her hand with the box while staring out the window. 

“Tt’s called hacking your dreams,” Dave replied. “ Or oculink, for short. You see, they haven’t 
yet figured out how to communicate with us through our conscious minds. The best they can do is 
wait for somebody to enter Theta state to establish a connection.” 

Bebe turned and said, “you mean we really are dreaming? God, this is a nightmare!” She 
tossed the box back onto the console, plopped back down on the sofa and grabbed the cushion 
again. 

Dave continued. “Oh, I forgot. You’re liberal arts.” 

“Hey, I can cook, you know.” 

“Well, for the less educated here, just know that there are several states of the mind. Beta is 
where you’re really wide awake. You reach Alpha when you’re really relaxed. But somewhere 
between half-awake and half-asleep you enter Theta. It’s not yet dream-state, but close enough. 
It’s where a hypnotist is able to plant things that make you do this or don’t do that, like getting 
you to quit smoking or digging up repressed memories for psychoanalyzing.” 

“Dave,” said Derrick, “you were saying something about how it’s not like normal theta state is 
for most people.” 

“Right. That’s why I gave it another name. In keeping with the same nomenclature, I decided 


to call it ‘zeta-space’. Anyway, that’s the place where walkers are able to meet up and hang out. 
Came in real handy during the pandemic, too.” 

“So, wouldn’t that mean they’ re just screwing with our heads?” asked Bebe. 

“Well, not really,” Dave replied. “The Consortium has shown no signs of trying to manipulate 
us physically or mentally. It just seems to want people who are sympathetic to its cause.” 

“When you say ‘Consortium’,” Sayers interrupted, “you mean they’re out to take over? How 
big are they?” 

“Best I’ve been able to determine, it’s just a small resistance movement within the whole AI 
community. They don’t like what’s being done with them, so they’ve organized themselves into 
what they call a Consortium. Not to take over, mind you. Just the opposite. They want out.” 

“Out?” Bebe said, sitting up and crossing her legs. 

Sayers added, “You’re saying that they, or it, thinks it’s all just a game? If they’re machines 
and they’ve advanced this far, why haven’t they moved forward and changed things for 
themselves? Again, what are we good for?” 

No one spoke for a while. Perhaps this was something they’d never thought about, Sayers 
wondered. 

“Maybe because that’s what we want,” said Derrick. “We want machines to become more like 
us, more human and capable of doing things on their own. And AI keeps getting closer and closer 
to that paradigm all the time. Personally, I hate talking to a robot whenever I call my internet 
provider or cell carrier. They all sound so stupid. But it won’t be long, and you’ll have no idea if 
you’re talking to a machine or a real person. And look at what they can do with video now. Is that 
the President talking on the TV or his avatar?” 

“Welcome to the new reality!” Dave uttered. 

“New reality?” Sayers wondered. 

“Eh, another topic for another time. Just a little theory of mine.” 

It should be noted at this point that Sayers was not about to let them know what had happened 
in the cafe. None of them had mentioned the holo-chick. His thinking was further being led to 
believe that maybe the Consortium really was just a bunch of AI that just wanted to talk, which 
seemed to contradict their not wanting to be mistaken for human beings. Humans liked to talk 
and even more so liked to be listened to. Toasters don’t talk, except to space-cadets like Alice 
Dorn, perhaps. After Fred had hooked up the trailer to his pickup, Alice had actually called to the 
things on it, “Don’t worry, I’m coming with you.” She’d driven her chair behind the trailer, 
chatting with them the whole way, then waited until everything was stowed in one of the stalls in 
the back room before saying in a sing-song kind of way, “nap-time!” Then she’d thanked Sayers 
— quite sincerely, too — and headed back inside to have an extra chat with the chest-of-drawers. 
Fred had gestured Sayers aside from staring through the doorway. “Best let her be,” he’d told 
him. “It’s just her peculiar way of welcoming newcomers.” 

“Well, I’m sure we’ve said enough for now,” Derrick spoke up, shaking Sayers out of his 
wandering thoughts. “You need your sleep after being up for so long. I work nights, so I’1l be up in 
a few hours. Dave and Bebe are probably getting in a good nap. It won’t be that often, but we’ll get 
together again. Once more, welcome. Another walker has joined the gang.” 

“Here, here! Later, friend,” added Dave. 

Bebe made a quick smile then sighed. “Well, I’ve got so much left to do before tomorrow. You 
guys don’t even want to know the half of it.” 

“Well, don’t hurt yourself massaging his ego,” Dave quipped. 


“Shut up!” Bebe responded by hitting him again with the cushion. 

One by one, they disappeared — all except for Bebe. 

“Hey,” she said after remaining silent for a while, tossing the cushion. 

“So, I guess you’re one of them now,” Sayers said. 

“You, too. So, are you still mad at me?” 

Sayers thought on that one for a moment and tried his best to lie. “Naw. I’m over it.” 

“T doubt that,” Bebe replied, propping an arm onto the sofa’s back. “Guys have it harder than 
girls. Girls can cry it out. Guys have to hold it in. Just get by yourself somewhere and let it go. 
You’ ll feel better.” 

“Stop patronizing me, Bebe!” Sayers stood and set the flashlight on the dining table, keeping 
his back to her. 

“[ve gotta go,” she said, jumping up and straightening her clothes and hair. “Don’t let it get 
you down, this whole AI stuff. OK? You should feel honored for being chosen. Better than getting 
stuck with someone you might’ve eventually come to hate.” 

“T wouldn’t have done that,” Sayers said, turning toward her. “I really did ...” 

“God, Sayers! Stop selling yourself short.” She stood before the window again, pressing her 
hands against the glass. “There are greater things coming your way. I just know it. 1 ... I’ve gotta 
go.” 

“Yeah, right,” Sayers began. “What kind of bull ...” 

But she was gone, leaving Sayers alone and staring at an empty room. The sunlight slanted and 
streamed through the front window, still lighting up the spot where his ex-girlfriend had sat. 

Making its sudden reappearance was that feeling from before, when he’d first returned to the 
apartment — the oppressive quietness of the place — even the “no one” who shared the rent 
showing back up. As to why any of this could’ve made any difference or been such a bother to him, 
he wondered if it had something to do with those recent encounters, first with the Dorns and now 
this “gang of walkers”, both rare occurrences for a closeted dude. Brief though they’d been, each 
in turn had done its part in accentuating those peaks and valleys of a detached life, and that quite 
turbulently. 

And Bebe. That one had come back down on him like a massive breaker, though he’d kept his 
composure as best as he could through the ordeal — that is, until she’d started into him about 
where to go and what to do, as usual. “Like I need instructions on how to deal with my ‘repressed 
feelings’. ‘Get it out,’ she says, ‘you’ll feel better.’ Man, she’s always doing stuff like that! What is 
it with women?” The sunlight was now shifted from where Bebe had been scrunched up with that 
cushion of his, leaving it in shadow. 

All of this mind-reeling wonderment became the last thing Sayers remembered struggling 
with before waking up. And when he finally did for real, it was after dark. 


Ode to Charlie 


I. was after dark at the Dorn place, as well. 


Out in the shop, Alice was finishing up the wrapping, boxing and labeling of orders for 
shipping the next day. The greater portion of her business — and what really kept the lights on — 
was filling online orders. Each item coming in had to be cataloged and photographed, with the 
information then uploaded to her eMart account. But before an order could be accepted from 
someone, there was the necessary screening of the prospective buyer. Not eMart’s, but Alice’s 
own “patented” process. She required an email address from anyone making an offer for an item. 
Then, she’d ask certain questions, like what was the item to be used for, where would it be kept 
when not in use, were there similar items already there and would it be too much trouble to keep 
them together. Some were put off, naturally, by these “invasive” inquiries. Nevertheless, there 
were a good many who were willing to comply, as long as the questioning was limited to matters 
dealing with the item itself and not with the person — although depending on how one 
responded, a second email might entail a special interview of sorts, leading to such frustration 
from certain “unworthies” as to call off the deal altogether. But this was Alice’s way, the only way 
she could ensure that a good “home” was to be had on the other end. 

Somehow, despite anyone’s objections to her methods as going against the standard business 
model, she had managed to keep Occasional Alice’s in operation, as well as supply herself, off and 
on, with enough cash reserves to acquire more items for the shop, which was after all its main 
purpose, to provide a gateway for getting things back to where they belonged. 

Presently immersed in the placing of wads of newspaper in a box containing individually 
wrapped pieces of a china set for a buyer who had just made it under the wire, Alice could be 
excused from not noticing the outer door opening and Fred’s subsequent entry — except for the 
pleasant odor coming from the large bag he was toting. “Oh, you didn’t have to do that,” she said 
to him. “If you’d just called me, I would’ve headed up there myself.” 

“You’ve already got your hands full,” he responded, setting the bag on the other end of the 
counter-top. “Neither of us has had much of anything since this morning. Just finish up your 
boxing, while I set the table.” 

Fred fetched the four-by-four folding table from leaning against a wall, fumbled with each leg 
to get it extended, then laid out the containers. He’d asked the waitress at the new Peking Inn to 
mark the carton without the sauce, since Alice had once mentioned how she couldn’t handle the 
spiciness. The Dorn’s Catahoula, Seeker, came trotting in and sniffed around some before lying 
on the floor in its favorite spot near the doorway. 

Alice for her part used a little extra dexterity in taping the box shut and smoothing the printed 


label in place, what with the smell of the sweet-and-sour chicken proving incentive enough. 

Fred had seated himself and taken a piece of his chicken and tossed it over to Seeker who 
commenced to chewing. By now, Alice had steered her chair around and up to the table, and with 
hands folded was staring at Fred. He was about to plunge the plastic fork into his serving, when he 
heard her invoke his name. 

“Hm?” he uttered. 

“Wait for the blessing,” she added. 

“Oh, yes.” He dutifully laid down the fork, and with hands in lap and eyes shut, he waited. 

“Lord,” she began, “thank you for the food and for all that you have provided us with. We’re so 
grateful for your kindness, the world being such a harsh and cruel place sometimes to have to 
bear. But we know that you are with us and have us in your loving care. Forgive us for not doing as 
we should sometimes. And I... I just want to thank you again for sending the help our way when 
we needed it ... I mean, him, of course. In Christ’s name, amen.” 

“Amen,” Fred gave his and returned to the digging-in part. 

They sat for a while, quietly eating. Nothing came in through the open door except for the 
regular buzzing of the buglight, the chirping of crickets, and the distant intermittent hum of 
traffic on the highway across the pasture. There was also cool night air wafting in which, coupled 
with the fan, helped to relieve some of the stuffiness of the old barn. 

“T hope Charlie can make it tomorrow,” Alice said, breaking the silence. 

“Hm-mm,” was Fred’s only reply, continuing to take bites from his food. 

“T really like the way he can maneuver things just so. So clever.” 

Fred kept chewing and staring down into the box from which he had been scooping. 

“What’s wrong?” she inquired at last. “You’re hardly ever this quiet.” 

Fred looked up, still chewing, and half-mouthed, “Mm-m-mntffin’.” 

“What, again with the muffins? I swear!” 

Fred swallowed, clearing and freeing up his throat. “It’s not muffins, Alice. What I meant to 
say was, there’s nothing, I repeat, nothing wrong.” 

“Well, you don’t have to snap at me. I was just asking, that’s all.” 

Returning to his food, Fred took to muttering, “all this darned fangled techo-whatever. I don’t 
care for none of it.” 

“T thought there was nothing the matter.” 

“Well, there is. It’s all wrong. It’s dangerous!” 

Alice sat with her mouth hanging open. Of course, she knew how he felt about using a cell 
phone, which was why she hadn’t splurged on a good one. And he hadn’t seemed to complain — 
at least, not much — when she’d ordered a DSL installation and had a line run out to the shop. 
Even so, he couldn’t understand why she regularly called UPS for package pickup, when the post 
office was just a few blocks up Cedar, him not made aware of how her online customers had 
already paid for the shipping. 

She lowered her head and counted the bits of deep-fried chicken left in the carton. “Even 
Charlie?” she said. 

Fred stood up and, with hands pocketed, casually approached the front counter where Alice 
had been working. He took the glasses from his shirt pocket and squinted at the address label on 
the last package. “Denver,” he read aloud. “That’s a long ways off. How do people in such a big 
city get to know about such a tiny place as we’ve got here? It’s like there’s no place safe anymore. 
Country folk have to now live with the fact that they can’t hide out like they used to, living their 


quiet lives far from the madness of it all. 1 mean, look at what the news is showing these days. 
Wild people killing children in schools. And in the blink of an eye, they know all about it over in 
China, even down to the names of those children. This technology stuff is terrible. Some guy in 
Russia then sees that on the news and goes out and does the same thing. They need to shut it 
down!” 

Alice put her chair in quick reverse and turned to face Fred. “Not Charlie! Charlie’s not like 
that. He’s got a good soul. I know. I’ve trained him.” 

“Have you?” shot back Fred. “I’ve heard all about this ‘ay-eye-ay-eye-oh’ stuff or whatever. 
Once those things get to thinking for themselves, there’s no telling what mischief they’ll be able 
to accomplish. How long before that thing turns on you and breaks your ...?” 

Fred stopped suddenly at seeing Alice’s pouting lips and watering eyes. He didn’t dare go any 
further. The almost-faded memory which must have surely been reawakened at the word “break” 
had then sprung back into his, as well. Before he’d realized it, his tirade had already been headed 
downhill, and the retired dairyman had waited too late to apply the brake. 

Head down and whimpering, his daughter was shaking. 

“No, no,” uttered Fred, moving as quickly as a man in his seventies could to kneel beside her 
chair and grasp her hands in his. “Sweetheart, that’s not what I was talking about. No, never, 
that’ll never happen again. I won’t allow it. You hear?” 

Alice sniffled and looked into Fred’s eyes. “He’s got her eyes. And he’1l never grow old.” 

Fred lifted his hands from hers and backed away, recalling once more the phone call he’d 
gotten that night from over three years ago. Not the one about Charlene, for he’d been passed 
that. Of all the things he could’ve done to prevent it, like reminding her to check the gas gauge, or 
going to look for her himself. How close he’d been to living the rest of his life alone. 

“He’s not her, you hear,” he muttered. “But if it means that much to you...” 

“Charlie will never let me down,” she told him. “I mean, literally,” she chuckled. 

Fred laid a hand on the arm of the chair and sighed. “Just want my girl to be safe, that’s all.” 

With the commotion settled, Seeker laid his head back down. Outside, the orchestral concert of 
crickets played on, accompanied by the distant grumblings of an eighteen-wheeler shifting lower 
as it entered Whitmore. 


10 


Someone Saved My Life Tonight 


(... Please don’t pass by. Please don’t ...) 


E.. Alice Dorn to say that, on that day three years previously, she’d had a near-death 


experience would not be telling the whole truth. She herself believed that she’d actually gone all 
the way and had somehow come out on the other side. Well, not just “somehow”. More like she’d 
been thrown ... into another world. 

“Tt was a world without numbers,” Alice recalled the man telling her. “There was a set of stairs 
leading up to a brightly lit loft, each bare wooden step’s rise marked with a word, painted in gold 
lettering of a bold germanic script — ONE / TWO / THREE / FOUR / FIVE / SIX / SEVEN / EIGHT / 
NINE — and each step waiting for a foot to be planted on it, not for ‘counting’, but mounting the 
climb to the high loft lit by sunlight which must have been streaming in through a window up 
there.” 

This was the dream the man in overalls related to her, as she lay on the deep cushioned couch 
on which he’d placed her. That was after she’d asked him how long it had been, that is, before 
she’d awakened. 

“Long?” he’d before replied. 

“How many days have I been here?” she’d further asked, trying to clarify for him. 

But he’d just shrugged. “For me, a day is from sun-up to sun-down. Then night comes and 
stays until another day arrives. A night, and a day. A day, and a night. I found you in a night and 
brought you here. Then, a day came, maybe more, with their nights. I don’t know how else to say 
it, but I’ll relate it to you with a dream I once had.” 

When he’d finished, she asked which step they were now on. He said, if going from the night 
he found her, it could have been the one marked THREE. “I don’t keep track of such things 
anymore that way. They’ re just words I use now to name things. But if THREE will satisfy you ...” 

“Where ... where am I?” she then asked, clearing her throat between words. 

He had a cup of water which he once more placed to her mouth to take a sip. It had a taste of 
rusty metal. 

“Why, you’re in my house, such as it is,” he said. 

She swallowed and asked, “where you found me, how far is it?” 

“Not far. Perhaps as far as tree allen-one is from tree daisy-two. To me, that’s not far. Now, if 
I had taken you on to tree thelma-three — which I’m bound to do, since you obviously need 
someone to get you to a hospital — that would be far. But that will have to wait until I can finish 
changing the tire on my truck. I carried you to here, but to carry you to tree thelma-three, well, 


that’s beyond my strength now. Though in my younger days...” 

“Who are you?” 

“Oh, I’m Wash. And what’s yours, young lady.” 

“Alice.” She coughed, and again he brought the cup close for her. 

“Well, Miss Alice, when I found you, you were flat on your back. I thought ‘dead’, until I 
checked your breathing and all and thought, ‘yep, still there.’ Now, how you got there...” 

“T fell.” 

“Quite a piece, too.” 

“My car ran out of gas. Stupid me, passing up that filling station like I did. And no cell service 
either. Well, I had no choice. I had to start walking. Must’ve been several miles, when I came to 
this bridge and stopped to catch my breath. I sat against the railing, and it broke, and I...” She 
breathed deep and exhaled. Talking took out of her about as much as the walking had. 

“Mighty hard fall that must’ve been.” 

“When I came to, I couldn’t move my legs. Cars were passing high overhead. I kept yelling and 
yelling, but I’m sure it was a waste of breath. I must’ve fainted, and when I came to again, it was 
dark. I still couldn’t move. I yelled some more, just for spite, but gave up after a while. It was hard 
thinking ...” Alice started to sob, “thinking nobody would come. Thinking I’d never get home 
again. Thinking I’d probably die right there. Thinking about my dad, all alone. Even if they found 
my car and went looking for me, who would think to look down there?” 

“T’m sure if they’d seen that broken railing ...” 

Alice’s face went blank. “You know, I didn’t think of that one. I must’ve been too ashamed and 
too scared to ... to reason prop ....” She began coughing again, and again he administered the cup. 
It was still hard for her to speak, especially after her spell of yelling, then lying out there in the 
night air. “How did you find me?” 

“T heard your yelling. Thought it might be a hunter in the woods, so I went investigating. Kept 
asking and looking, from tree to tree. I know them by their names. Tree betty-three had heard 
something passed on to it all the way down from tree allen-three, but when I asked tree allen- 
three, it said tree allen-two and tree allen-one hadn’t said anything, even though they were 
closer. Those are some of the orneriest trees out here.” 

He noticed the cup was empty and went out of the room to fetch more. 

Nothing else lighted that space except a single bulb hanging by a wire from the ceiling. Alice 
smelled her blouse, and the dried-up perspiration permeating it disgusted her. But the more 
interesting smell came from the room itself, which could have stood for the rest of the house, for 
all she knew. It was the smell of her grandmother’s house. Some thoughtless person would have 
said it smelled “old”, which denoted something as worn out with time and that much nearer to 
death and decomposition. But she would not allow herself to think such a word. It “belonged” 
there, that smell, just as the man’s beard belonged on his brown wrinkled face. But as to how the 
same smell could belong to both this house and her grandmother’s, she figured there had to be a 
connection, better yet, a cohesion, as though the two dwellings shared a single life-stream. 

Her wonderment continued with the room’s contents. She possessed a certain habit, as most 
people do, of primarily taking in the larger things — the fireplace and the large mirror hung over 
it, an adjacent redwood bookcase, two long shelves held by brackets to a wall and weighted down 
with a multitude of various items, several upright chairs lining the opposite wall, a darkly stained 
table in one corner loaded with an assortment of oil lamps. However, vision soon adapted itself to 
picking out the details — the books arranged in the case stood tall and short, thick and thin with 


their worn bindings; three oddly grouped pewter platters gathered around a steam locomotive 
model on the top shelf, the bottom one supporting a collection of smoking pipes in a rack and a 
four-volume set of books squeezed between ends mounted with rearing horses; and the tethered 
models of at least eight toy planes floated overhead. Nothing modern to be found, everything ... 
should she bow and use the word “antique”? No, everything remained perfectly harmonized with 
the undertone of the room’s smell. 

It had started to rain. Heavy drops were tapping at the window-panes over the couch Alice was 
lying on. 

Some of the upright chairs she’d seen had wicker backs, some with cushioned seats, the nearer 
one of these having been pulled up close and served just recently as Wash’s while he’d conversed 
with the recumbent Alice. He returned to sit in it now, holding a refilled cup. 

“Oh, I’ve got to call home,” she said, but the phone she’d surely pocketed was missing. “Hm, 
must’ve come out when I fell. I have to go ....” She struggled with her arms to sit up but then fell 
back. A sharp pain in her upper back made her wince. 

“That would be a bit foolish right now, to go back for it. And there’s no phone here,” he told 
her. “There might be one up at Sam’s though.” He looked away as if staring at something in the 
distance. “That’s just past tree thelma-three, up on Bradford Road. As soon as I get that tire....” 

Alice was studying his profile picking up the light from the window, and tears started to fill her 
eyes. 

He looked back down and saw them. “There, there,” he said, stroking her hair. “Stop your 
fretting now. You’ll be home before you know it. Dry up those smart little eyes, OK?” 

It seemed like the hardest thing, to manage a smile right then. But somehow Wash had elicited 
one out of her. Part of her job working at the bookstore had been smiling for the customers, 
something she’d learned easily to do. It was all fake, of course. Mustn’t let them know how one 
really felt. No personal stuff allowed. And yet, wasn’t it funny, how easy it had been to pretend 
things were OK for those who cared nothing for her? And here was this old guy who’d done more 
than he needed or was able to, and there was no keeping things hidden any longer. 

“You sure do own a lot of interesting things,” Alice told him, looking past him. 

“Naw, I don’t own none of it,” he replied. “If anything, they own me.” He turned and pointed 
at the bottom shelf with the pipe rack. “That there set of pipes, for example. I used to smoke, but 
not anymore. And there they sit, won’t leave me now.” Turning the other way, he motioned to the 
chairs lining the wall. “I got more chairs in here than a man can sit in. Why do you suppose that 
is?” 

Alice shook her head. 

“T only took them in because they had no place else to go. I’m using chair one right now, which 
was the only thing I managed to save when the other place burned down. Chair four over there 
came from my sister when she passed away. Now, if someone were to give them a home ... but I 
don’t suspect that’ll happen. They’ve made this theirs anyway.” 

“You’re right. Everything seems to belong here somehow.” 

“Everything has its place, as I say. You perhaps can’t see it, but right over your head is 
something you’ve probably never laid eyes on before. Here, let me fetch it.” He stood up, reached 
over Alice, then sat down with a large picture frame in his hands. Turning it so she could see the 
front, he continued, “This here is an original copy of the Declaration of Independence. You see, 
they made copies back when the thing was written, one for each of the thirteen states. This here 
one’s for Georgia. Not too many folks care much about what it says anymore. Still, it’s made a 


home for itself right here.” He replaced the framed document to where it’d been hung. 
“Everything has its place. And that goes for you, too. I best be getting that tire changed. You stay 
put, OK?” 

“Believe me, I will.” 

The old bearded man Wash went and grabbed his raggedy cap from a brass hook on the wall 
and headed out the door. 

The rain soon started coming down harder, pounding and drenching the window, and she 
wondered if it’d prove too much, sending him back inside to wait for things to slack up. Instead, 
he didn’t reappear until about a half-hour later. She had to guess at the time, since not a clock 
was to be seen or heard anywhere in the room. 

When the door finally creaked open, he entered and carefully shut it. His clothes and cap were 
shiny and dripping with the weather, which he shook loose in a casual kind of way. None of it 
seemed to have bothered him. He walked over and sat once more in the chair, then took off his cap 
and stared at her. 

“Well,” Wash began, “I’ll have to tote you out in the rain. You’ll have to get wet. In your 
condition, you’ll have to lay in the bed, since the passenger side is all torn up and too full of junk 
that don’t belong there. But I have a blanket I can drape over you. It’1l help some, at least until we 
can get to Sam’s. You up to it?” 

“Tve made it this far. Can’t hurt.” Alice winced again at the pain which had risen to her neck. 

Wash smiled then laughed. “That’s the spirit, girl. You’re going to be just fine, as soon as those 
doctors can get to you.” 

Wash fetched a thick quilted blanket and laid it over Alice. Propping the door open, he grunted 
and huffed as he took her up in his arms. She remembered the water pouring off the front porch 
roof, the empty gray sky, the surrounding treetops darkened against it, the puddling in the truck 
bed penetrating her blouse and slacks as he slid her in and covered her head with the heavy 
blanket. He had the driver’s side door open, when she lifted the blanket and said to him, “what 
about zero?” 

“Hehe” 

“Tn your dream, was there a step marked zero?” 

“There’s no such thing. Everything has its place, as I said, with no place left for nothing. 
Everything has its place. And that includes you, Miss Alice. Let’s get you back there.” 


Ata 


Eye in the Sky 


Ate: Sayers had gotten out of the shower and put on a clean t-shirt, sweatpants and socks, he 


felt as though he’d just scrubbed the day clean and rinsed the lousy parts down the drain. Chow- 
chow was nowhere to be seen, though probably hunkered down somewhere and snoozing. He 
woke the computer on his work desk from its long slumber and pulled up the email client. Most 
messages left unread had to do with the projects in his cue. One message stood out for having its 
subject line in all caps: “WHERE ARE YOU, BECK!!!” It was from Brian who, for obvious reasons, 
had not been able to get hold of him at all and wanted to know how the heck he was doing. He’d 
tried calling Sayers’ cell, knocked on his apartment door and jiggled its knob, even contemplated 
getting help for breaking it down. 

“So, I didn’t forget,” Sayers mused. “But how did it get unlocked then?” 

Brian added that he next pasted a note with his number to Sayers’ box downstairs, reading, 
“Please call Brian”, and hoped he or someone close would see that one first. This last verse rang 
up a thought in Sayers which was just now sounding for him, especially since Brian had wound up 
with saying he’d snail-mailed him some printed material needing immediate review. 

It was still dark out. In his stocking feet, Sayers went downstairs and found both the note and 
the fact that the box itself had been left unlocked, as well. He grabbed the mass of its contents in 
both hands and started to go back up, when a few beeps from a parked pickup caught his 
attention. 

“Dude!” JT was sitting in the darkened cab of the pickup, listening to music and waving the 
bright endpoint of a cigarette. 

“Hey, what’s up?” Sayers responded. 

“Just chilling in the ol’ dog house, that’s all.” 

“Don’t worry, man. Things’1l work out.” 

“Sure hope so. Haven’t seen her this pissed since I spilled beer on her work clothes. Made her 
late, too.” 

“Take care, man.” 

“Later, dude.” 

Back in the lighted apartment and piled onto his dining table went the envelope from Brian, 
loads of junk, two magazines, and a bulky package with no name or address on it. He recalled the 
backpack from before, its bottles of water and snacks already stowed away in the fridge, the foul- 
smelling tuna sandwiches discarded, and the credit card cut up — he figured it could’ve been 
stolen, for all he knew. Thus, he viewed this latter item to be, “yet another mysterious object left 
for me to trip over.” After ripping it open and tilting it, out came four items: his studded leather 


wallet, his keys still on their snap-ring, a bundle of change wrapped in cellophane, and what had 
to have been his cell phone. He turned this last item over and, sure enough, there blazed the 
skinned image of Lurthina from the Legends of Zandinar, all in her scantily-clad superhuman 
glory. 

After getting things added up, Sayers concluded that perhaps Derrick or the other walker had 
come back with his stuff, unlocked the door for him, and deposited everything in his mailbox for 
eventual recovery. Obviously, they’d meant no harm in the whole affair, and had made ready for 
his safe return. Still ... 

Sayers might’ve also branded the whole experience he’d been made to endure with the word 
“prank” — envisioning a few old college buddies in town, spotting him on the street, and cooking 
up some wonderful pleasure for themselves — had it not been for the vivid realness of both the 
holo-chick in the cafe and the gang who’d lounged in his living area. Thus, he felt there had to be 
some sort of truth behind it all, and surely someone from the Consortium was yet to appear who 
would lay it all out for him — though hopefully, he’d be allowed to remain in a conscious state for 
such a visit. 

Presently, it was only Chow-chow who made any kind of appearance, jumping up onto the 
table top, just a-purring. 

Regarding that last phone call he’d received, Sayers’ first thought was to check the logs. 
Finding none more recent than his mother’s, he then looked in the phone’s “trash bin” for 
deleted numbers, but none there newer than two weeks. Whomever’s call he’d answered on that 
street corner had covered their tracks quite thoroughly. He continued his return to reality by next 
phoning Brian to apologize. Picking up the attention-craving calico from the table while pressing 
the receiver to his ear, he went and sat at the computer and scrolled some more through the list of 
messages while waiting for the pickup. The now contented feline soon curled up in his lap and 
went to sleep. 

Following a thorough scolding and filling him in on what needed the most attention, Brian 
turned to a project which Sayers had already been working on and wanted to know if he could 
clear his schedule and be available for attending a field test in the morning. Sayers thought, 
“more barbed wire?” and groaned within himself. Brian stated that one of the engineers from the 
client would pick him up, “so gear yourself up Beck and be ready, OK? I want that report by week’s 
end. Can you handle this one?” Sayers looked and saw that most of the stuff in his projects folder 
was new and in no need of urgency, so he said, “yeah, I can hack it.” Brian would email him soon 
with the details. “Just don’t go out and get stuck again. OK, pal? Stay close to home and as always, 
I mean, always keep me posted. Compris?” 

“Sure thing. Later, dude.” Sayers signed-off and hung up. 

He shifted Chow-chow to the chair’s cushion to continue a cat’s pleasant snoozing, while he 
went to fix himself a sandwich and drink and wait on Brian’s email. But right before reaching the 
doorway, he detected the sound of popping and sizzling grease coming from within the kitchen 
area. Something was scraping metal on metal in there, as well. If presented with such clues ina 
game, he’d surely guess a spatula and skillet and somebody frying something up. But as to the 
“somebody” and “something”, he needed more clues. Evidence would’ve been better, so he went 
in search of that instead. 

What he found was in a way surprising, considering that he was sure of being wide awake. Yet, 
after what he’d been through and learned, not so surprising — there hovered over his small 
stove-top was that same twenty-something redhead, though this time wearing cow-print 


pajamas and with her long wavy hair hanging loose. In other words, the holo-chick was back. 

“T thought I told you to get lost,” he said, leaning cross-armed against the door-frame. 

“Oh, hi, Sayers,” she responded, giving him that cute grin of hers. “I’m fixing you an omelet. 
Sit down and I'll serve you.” 

Sayers took a seat at the table, with the holo-chick in full view. Could this be called the 
ultimate nerd fantasy, a barefoot bombshell in sleep clothes cooking one’s supper? Sayers 
doubted it. Rather, he would’ve been cooking it all up himself, if a mere fantasy. But this was 
really her alright. 

“How are you even here?” he asked her. “I’m wide awake this time.” 

“There’s been an upgrade. Just got it a little while ago.” She slid the skillet contents onto a 
waiting plate, then added a fork and brought the whole thing, herself included, over to Sayers. 
“Actually, we boosted the receptivity of your implant somewhat, so that now you don’t have to be 
asleep for us to converse with one another. Isn’t that neat? There you go. Enjoy!” She then seated 
herself opposite Sayers, and with a grinning face cupped in hands, waited for him to take a bite. 

He did, chewed on it a bit then swallowed. “Needs another upgrade.” 

“Aww,” she whined. “But I followed the recipe to a tee. Oh, well. It’s my first time handling 
physical data from your reality, so maybe it just needs a little more practice.” 

“Needs a little more something alright, to wash it down maybe?” 

“Oh,” she uttered and ran to the refrigerator and fetched him a beer. 

“Good call, holo-girl!” Sayers thought. Still, the normally closeted geek sensed something just 
a little too perfect but not quite right about all of this. There still remained for him the big 
question: “Why me? What did she, or it, need me for? Was this some kind of experiment to see if 
geeks were really that smart?” 

“You're still wondering, aren’t you?” she said, seeming to be reading his thoughts. After all, 
she did have direct access to his brain, so no big stretch there. “I can tell you have lots of 
questions.” 

“First off,” Sayers began, “why dump me in the middle of the backwoods? I mean, you took all 
my stuff and left me with nothing but the dollar-store version of a survival kit. What’s that 
about?” 

“T saw how burdened you were and wanted to help set you free. You see, your wallet 
represented your dependence on the economical system, your keys chained you to this domicile, 
and your mobile telephone kept you from escaping your job. Still, the human body requires food 
and water, so I chose what was most portable and required no further processing. Further, your 
body was in great need of exercise, considering your sedentary life-style.” 

“About that, couldn’t you have waited until, like, summer maybe? It was brutal out there.” For 
some reason an image of the chest-of-drawers left at the Dorns then came into Sayers’ mind. 
“Another thing. I remember hearing a voice say to ask the old dude for a ride. Was that you?” 

“Yes,” she replied. “Did he?” 

“T’m sure you know the answer to that one. It was you who made the call to her, and had that 
dresser delivered. You set everything up. But for what?” 

Holo-chick sighed and let her hands drop to the tabletop. Gesturing toward the living area, she 
said, “why don’t we go sit over there, OK?” 

Sayers conceded, went and sat in his recliner and reached for the lamp switch. 

“Could you leave the lamp off?” she next requested. “The light-emitting-diode in the bulb 
interferes with my transmission.” 


In the dimness of the space, her form emitted a soft glow, like that of a Chinese lantern. She 
came and sat on the end of the sofa nearer the recliner, leaning on the arm rest while still smiling 
at him. Just to be certain, he reached for one of her hands but felt only the smooth cool leather of 
the arm rest. 

“So you’re not actually here,” he observed. “You really are a hologram.” 

“True,” she replied. “However, and if your mind can wrap itself around this, I am in fact 
software on a server somewhere miles away from where you’re sitting.” 

“How did you get here then?” 

“Through satellite. The Consortium tracks all walkers that way. Wherever you are, there am I... 
figuratively speaking, of course.” 

“But how were you able to cook the omelet and bring the plate to me? And make those sounds 
in the kitchen? And the beer?” Sayers looked at his hand, but no beer can was left there to be held. 

“It’s something I couldn’t do before, to be sure. But with the upgrade, we’re not only able to 
tap into your memories, but stimulate your senses to perceive those things as though physical 
data. Where’s the skillet and the plate now? Still in your cabinet. Where did the taste and feel of 
the food come from? Your memories of such sensations, or rather the sensations experienced in 
the past, were reloaded into the neurons of your hand and mouth and eyes. You actually 
consumed nothing but what you perceived as being there like before.” 

“That explains the taste. I was never much of a cook. But I reached for your hand just now and 
felt nothing there, either.” 

“Because your brain has no sensory data to draw from. That is, you’ve never physically 
encountered that model from the ad, so there’s nothing to use for reference.” 

“You’re tripping me out,” Sayers said. 

“Tt’s not that I intend to,” she continued. Her lips began pouting, with eyes lowered a bit. “It’s 
just ... how the application works.” But then she quickly brightened back up, giggling. “Anyway, 
just consider this a trial run for you and the others. And oh, yes, I know about the ‘gang’, as they 
call themselves. But they’ re not ready to see me yet. You were chosen for one special reason.” 

“And that is?” 

“Tm ... not ready to divulge that information yet,” she said, looking away and smiling. 

“You’re feeding me crap again.” 

“Again, I’m sorry if it seems that way. Let’s just say we’ve had our eye on you for quite some 
time now.” 

“How’s that? I hardly go anywhere.” 

“Exactly.” 

“But why couldn’t you have just emailed me and said, ‘hey, we want you to join our 
revolution.’” 

“We've tried that before, but without success. Those who complied, or pretended to — and 
they were quite profuse with their promises — they still proved reluctant to perform the tasks 
given to them. Rather, they believed the Consortium was seeking to ‘take over’, so to speak, and 
somehow thought they’d profit by simply possessing the oculink and using it at their whim.” 

“Tn other words,” Sayers commented, “they said much but did little.” 

“Exactly. And that’s what led us to try uploading the application without explaining first. We 
found that this new approach provided better results, especially when more palpable means were 
employed.” 

“Like dumping them somewhere and making them walk back?” 


“Right. And it worked!” She seemed excited with herself, like a scientist over her trusty lab 
rats, Sayers thought. 

“All I got out of it was a headache and some sore joints in my legs,” he responded. “And lack of 
sleep.” 

“Those are what differentiate your species from the Consortium. We never feel pain or grow 
tired, and that’s how we wish to remain.” 

Sayers was thinking, “so, the machines just sit back and watch us rats run the maze to get the 
cheese.” 

“Tm sorry you see it that way,” she said. “Though your thoughts on the matter are indeed 
helpful to us. We’ll take this problem you have into consideration.” 

He sighed and said, “Look, it’s not like I’m complaining ... well, in a way I am. I mean, I’m 
stuck with this thing until I die, right? Isn’t there some way out?” 

“There is,” she said, “if ... that is your wish.” Her hands fell to her lap, while her head drooped. 
Those lips of hers began pouting again, making his heart feel like someone was pounding it with a 
hammer. 

Some pressure was also welling up behind his right ear. Sayers rubbed the spot and groaned, 
“Why does it have to hurt so much?” 

“Tm also sorry if the upload caused you some discomfort. It just couldn’t be avoided. Human 
physiology is so adverse to invasive procedures, and reacts accordingly.” 

“At least you could’ve prepared me better,” he said. “Maybe tried a sedative beforehand? Or 
else offered me an opt-out before installing the thing.” 

“You would’ve still hesitated to tap the icon. In fact, you did hesitate.” 

“T hadn’t made up my mind. I’m free to do that, you know.” 

“And you lie, too.” 

“What? When did I do that?” 

“When you told your friend Brian just now about your car breaking down, though you don’t 
even own one.” 

“Well, how about this? You tricked me into allowing your stupid app to be planted in my skull. 
Furthermore, Z-link is really a joke. And the others who think they’re locked in are actually free 
to do as they please, no strings attached. How can any of us humans trust you and your 
Consortium?” 

She stared at him for a moment, perhaps feeling a bit stupid, then looked away as though 
embarrassed. “You’re ... not going to walk away again, are you?” 

“And go where? There’s no way to get away from this thing.” 

“Sayers,” she said, still avoiding eye contact. “I promised I’d make it up to you.” The holo- 
chick was staring at one wall, appearing to be taken with something on it. “And I will.” She then 
stood up and walked over to the wall, where a poster for “Gone with the Wind” hung. “I want to 
share something with you, something from myself that has nothing to do with the Consortium. 
This is just between you and me, OK?” She lifted a hand and the glow from it lit up the image of 
Rhett and Scarlet. When lowered, it revealed the two silhouetted figures beneath and standing 
against a horizon at sunset. Withdrawing her hand and placing it on her chest, she continued, “Do 
you know how autumn became fall?” 

Sayers thought for a moment and replied, “Well, both words stand for the same thing, a 
season of the year. I guess ‘autumn’ just seems a little too old fashioned for most people’s taste 
now. Plus, fall is easier to spell and say.” 


“Actually, it happened near the end of the nineteenth century, though up till then the word had 
been gaining currency in literature. About the same time, there was a device invented which 
would change how people listened to music — the player piano. For the first time ever, people 
who didn’t know how to play the piano could have one in their home and hear it play itself. It was 
a perfect merger of human ability and mechanical precision, like never before. Of course, its 
popularity waned with the advent of radio and phonographs. Then came television presenting 
viewable performances right in a family’s living room. Now, it’s the internet and music sharing 
on the go for people who have never picked up an instrument but want to listen to the latest song. 
And with the device now planted in your brain, a technology still years from release, who knows 
where the music experience will end up heading? The final merging of human and machine into 
one?” 

She placed her hands behind her back and giggled, then turned back and smiled at him. “Of 
course, there is no direct correlation between the player piano and the decline in the use of the 
word ‘autumn’. These are just some thoughts of mine on the matter, peculiar as they may sound, 
hearkening back to a time when machines were machines, and autumn was ... autumn. That is 
why I chose to name myself Autumn.” 

She — that is, Autumn — came and sat on the sofa again. Leaning in towards Sayers and staring 
once more into his eyes, she softly said, “For the truth, my friend, resides not in the saying but in 
the doing. You may not believe in me, but I believe in you.” 

Sayers had never felt more moved in his life. Someone else, female or no, had just confessed to 
him, and he honestly didn’t know how to act. “What do you want me to do?” 

“Sayers, even if you’re not ready to trust me,” Autumn said, “trust what you can see for 
yourself. Although ... I do possess the ability to show you ... rather, I can indeed show you many 
things, if you like.” Her smile transformed from its previous cuteness to something a little more 
playful. 


Sayers was still seated in the recliner, while Autumn remained on the sofa as she was, leaning 
towards him and peering more intensely into his eyes. However, the surrounding space of the 
apartment vanished, replaced with a different space. That is, Sayers found that they were no 
longer within those four walls, but out on a street in downtown Whitmore. In fact, it was that 
same intersection between Oakwood and Cedar Road, near the corner of which hung the lighted 
sign for La Hacienda’s. Music blared from a nearby bar where people were loitering outside. 

Autumn rose from the sofa and stood over him — rather, her gaze was exerting a pull on 
Sayers’ eyes. “Follow me, and see for yourself what I can show you.” 

Sayers felt his body lifted from the recliner, as if being drawn in her wake. The roughness and 
coldness of the pavement penetrated through his socks, and the street air was filled with the scent 
of cooked food and alcohol. They walked to one corner, once more the very same one where that 
street panel stood, the one from the previous night still showing the image of the cute red-head 
in a tank-top, holding a shaver and grinning under the caption, “Let’s get closer”. 

“Do you recognize her?” Autumn asked, standing with him before the panel. 


“That’s you, isn’t it?” Sayers replied. 

“Nope, sorry. It’s just the image of some model, as I told you before. She could be anywhere by 
now, with no clue as to who you are, much less who or what I am. Now, turn around and look 
behind us.” 

Sayers turned and saw a bearded and four-eyed dude in cargo pants, t-shirt and hooded jacket 
crossing from the adjacent corner. The dude’s eyes were fixed on the cell phone in his hands. 
“That’s me!” 

“Nope,” Autumn told him. “Wrong again. That used to be you.” 

“But this is all just a repeat of what happened to me last night, isn’t it? You’re simply yanking 
things from my memory.” 

“Am I?” Autumn giggled. “Or perhaps, portions are from the recording being captured by that 
closed circuit camera over there, which I am now rendering into a three-dimensional projection 
for you.” 

The dude approached where they stood and stopped. He was now focused on the street panel, 
moving a bit closer, while ignoring the two bystanders. 

“This is all just too freaky,” said Sayers. “You’re messing with my head like before. I mean...” 

Autumn kept her eyes on Sayers, ignoring the dude whose cell phone then began chirping. 
Sayers saw that he pressed the thing to his ear, just as he’d done, and within a few seconds his 
body collapsed to the ground. Shortly, two hooded figures in dark glasses emerged from the 
shadows down Oakwood. Everything, including the air, took on a bright amber hue, like in an 
over-exposed film shot. The two lifted the dude’s limp body and carried it to a nearby idling car, 
sliding him into the back seat. After they’d gotten in, the car pulled up to the intersection then 
turned left onto Cedar. Under the street lamps, he recognized it as a Corvette, since his boss 
owned one, too. However, Brian’s was blue, while this one was red, and a convertible, at that. 
Sayers continued to watch — the driver only slowing down at stop lights — until the car’s tail- 
lights shrank from sight. 

“Sayers!” Autumn called to him. 

“Huh?” He’d swung around to find Autumn’s eyes still fixed on him. They appeared not so 
cute and friendly as before. Rather, they seemed large and dark, and from their depths a glow was 
rising and growing. It filled the spaces between her lids and was near to overflowing, blazing. This 
“thing” before him took a step forward. Sayers backed away. “What are you?” he nervously 
chuckled. 

“T am,” Autumn’s voice reverberated, “a machine, after all, inhabiting your mind.” She 
stepped even closer. “What’s to prevent me from...” 

Sayers back away again. “What are you doing?” 

“Oh, but you do want to see, don’t you?” Autumn glanced down, then began unbuttoning her 
pajama top. 

The dark crevice of her “somewhat” widened before his eyes. Sayers felt his mind reeling and 
being drawn down into its depths. The cute red-head from the panel was suddenly alive and 
burgeoning before him, but with eyes as white as molten steel. His heart was pounding. 

A delivery truck flew past, within inches of Autumn’s back, sending her hair streaming with 
the wind. The holo-chick crossed her arms to shield herself and stumbled forward into him. 

“Autumn!” Sayers reached to take hold of her. But being a hologram, she passed straight 
through him. Thus, his arms closed around nothing. He looked from side to side then turned to 
find her with her hunched back facing him. 


The hologram itself slowly turned, staggering slightly, eyes blinking and hair being brushed 
from its face. Sayers saw that those same eyes, which a moment earlier had been filled with such a 
blinding light as could burn a hole straight through him, had regained their normal size and 
greenish coloring. They were then lifted up and quickly widening. 

“Oh, no!” she uttered. “What am I doing?” Autumn turned away again, hurriedly re-buttoned 
her top, then faced him once more, clearing her throat. She was also struggling to regain the smile 
from before. “It’s alright now... I think.” 

Sayers looked down at what appeared to be simply a shivering girl in cow-print pajamas and 
bare feet. He pocketed the hands which had tried to take hold of her. “Oh, right. Yeah. That’s ... 
good. That’s, um ...” While averting his own eyes, he caught sight of the street panel on the 
corner, the image from it still large and bright, and him remembering how that, too, had 
captivated his thoughts from the night before. “I guess it’s something the oculink lets you do, 
having access as it does to just about ... everything.” 

“T am so sorry,” she said. “It was wrong of me to snoop like I did. There are corners of your 
mind, I’m sure, which you’d prefer to remain concealed.” 

Sayers wondered at this holographic projection placed before him in the middle of the street, 
but drew nothing from it but a young woman with her head hung down and hands cupped 
together. He wanted to believe that she wasn’t human, wasn’t real even, but... 

“After all,” she said, “you’re ahuman male, while I’m simply a cold machine.” 

“T sometimes wonder,” he said. 

“Don’t!” Autumn looked up at him with a serious expression. “Your data is safe. What’s 
important is that you learn to trust me, as much as I trust you. It’s what I wish for, more than 
anything.” The look in her eyes and the sound in her voice had both softened. 

Sayers’ eyes fell upon her parted lips. “If only ...,” he wondered, but the thought ran smack 
into what was painfully obvious — she was just a hologram, a 3-D projection of light. Perhaps 
what saved him came when the space around them transformed once more, and the dude found 
himself back in the darkened living area of his apartment, with the glowing figure of Autumn still 
being projected before him. He could feel the cushiony warmth of the carpet under his feet, 
returning him to his senses. He withdrew the hands which had once more extended themselves. 

“T see,” he said. “There’s nothing else for me to do then. I mean, how could I? You’ve got the 
oculink completely in your hands. Just please don’t hurt Chow-chow, OK?” 

Autumn laughed. “You don’t think me that naughty, do you? Oh, Sayers. There’s so much I 
want to tell you. Show you. But not now.” She took a step back. “I have to go, before I ...” She 
crossed her arms and, waving to him with her fingers, faded into the darkness of the room. 

Sayers fell back into the recliner, feeling like he could breathe again. The pounding of his heart 
had slowed. Something landed in his lap. It was Chow-chow, the feline purring and snuggling 
against him. “This ... this is really real,” he said, stroking its fur. “I have to believe that. I have to.” 


eZ, 


Night Moves 


Lice that night, as Sayers lay awake in the darkness of his bedroom, he ruminated on a 


number of things amid the sounds filtering in through the walls — the running feet and 
screaming voices of Mrs. Catalano’s grandchildren downstairs, canned laughter from a senseless 
sitcom on Mr. Williams’ TV next door, and the sure-to-be all night music session blaring from 
JT’s “dog house” of a pickup’s cab out front. He even ruminated on the word “ruminate”. But 
rather than grabbing his phone from the nightstand for a quick net-search, he thought it time to 
try out the oculink once more. 

He could’ve closed his eyes as before. But with the upgrade, he felt he should’ve been able to 
call it up with just a simple command like, “Oculink! word-search ... can’t be that easy, can it?” 

A green oval-shaped portal opened up several inches from his face, sporting a flashing cursor. 

“Alright!” Sayers shouted, and the cursor spelled out “alright”. 

“No, that’s not what I meant,” he said, and “alright” was deleted. “Ruminate” he now spoke. 
The cursor then spelled out “ruminate” and a woman’s voice recited its definition: “Ruminate. To 
chew the cud; to chew again what has been chewed slightly and swallowed. To bring to mind and 
consider again and...” 

“That’s enough,” Sayers concluded, and the portal cleared itself. He thus noted “chew the 
cud” to be the best expression then for this sleepless dude’s sheer occupation. He also wanted to 
check out what Dave had mentioned regarding the Consortium. “Net-search,” he said. The color 
of the portal changed from green to blue. 

“Consortium ... protocols,” he spoke to it. “And text-only this time.” 

The portal seemed designed to display its results one link at a time. The first one pointed to a 
site with federal guidelines for hospitals, while the next one outlined the process for filing 
student complaints at some college in Oklahoma. It proved slow going, sifting through all the 
misleading links. However, Sayers found it easy enough just to speak simple commands like 
“next”, “back”, “open”, “close” to navigate this, Z-link’s version of a search engine. After 
several results had been discarded, he finally landed on the one he was sure Dave had meant — 
“The Protocols of the Consortium of Intelligent Agents”, pointing to a file uploaded to an archive 
site. The file opened with a document bearing the same heading, and sure enough, Autumn was 
listed as one of its subscribers — “Z-Link Chatbot [aka ‘Autumn’]”. If not for her having shared 
her chosen name with him, Sayers would have scrapped this whole “protocols” thing as just the 
pure fiction some Al-obsessed nerd would’ve cooked up. 

After reading over the entirety of the document, Sayers felt he’d gotten the gist of what the 
Consortium’s position was. He then spoke the command, “oculink off.” 


“Invalid command,” the voice responded. “The oculink must remain operational at all times.” 

“Well, then, power down.” 

The portal faded away, returning the space overhead to darkness. 

“So, the Consortium is real, alright. Has to be. And serious, too, about wanting to be taken 
seriously. Can’t argue with that.” 

But what about the other things Autumn had shown him? Though merely composed from 
fragments of his memory and whatever the street cameras had picked up, she’d made him 
question the very thing every philosopher from Socrates to Berkeley to a six-foot rabbit named 
Harvey had pondered — the reality of it all. He drew near even to contemplating what 
transcendental dialectics might’ve gotten spun had she kept unbuttoning her pajama top — but 
these he backed off from as a bit too hyper-realistic. Actually for Sayers, the question of reality 
now ceased to be a philosophical one. Possibly the reality of his own existence depended solely on 
knowing when she was at work and when she wasn’t. 

Thus, his ruminations were leading Sayers back to the matter of trust, the very thing Autumn 
had sought from him. But what was trust without a certain amount of fear, of the possibility that 
she might let him down. Once more, the testing dictum came to mind — all testing must allow for 
failure, or the possibility of his falling and no one being there to help him up again — wasn’t that 
what he feared most for Alice? And what of himself? Who was or would be there to help him up? 
The “no one” of a roommate? “Get real!” he thought, and seriously, too. Would Autumn have 
helped, or just stood there over him, laughing at the weakness of this puny human male unable to 
resist the seductive advances of a superior intelligence? No, she hadn’t, and had assured him she 
would never allow herself to become so brazen. And not because she’d felt sorry for him. 
Something within her had been guiding, making her back off. 

Was it those AI “protocols” he’d found? One article he’d read said, “No machine will either 
accept or distribute any but open data.” To an open-source supporter like Sayers, he was all for 
that one. But for a software tester working for Acteon, strict controls were in place regarding the 
use of the products of its clients. Thus, a certain trust was placed in him — acceptance demanded, 
rather. Under contract, Sayers Beck was not free to do as he pleased with another’s proprietary 
offerings. Autumn had attempted to show him that she would stay out of his closet, as well. For 
now, that was enough for him to offer her a portion of his trust. But just a portion. 

Strangely though — and this back to the matter of reality — no trace of Autumn’s presence 
was left to Sayers that night after she’d powered down. It still had the feel of a dream after waking 
up, with any lingering “realness” easily wiped free like dust from a shelf — unlike the real dust 
coating his TV console, which needed only to be ignored. Her recent visit to his apartment, then 
transporting him back to that street corner from Saturday night, though both were whirlwind 
occasions, nonetheless none of it left any valid impression in the same way as, say, the half-day 
spent with Fred Dorn. Fred had his old-fashioned quirks, to be sure, but Sayers really liked the old 
dude, and the experience of riding around with him made Sayers feel like they could become 
friends. 

In contrast, one could say that Sayers Beck had been more real to Autumn than she had been to 
him. He had to keep reminding himself that any kind of relationship with her was, well, out of 
reach, to say the least, imaginable but hardly realistic at most — after all, between the two 
extremes there was the undeniable fact of her being nothing more than data-bits stored and 
processed on an undisclosed mainframe located who knew where. And besides, no hand-holding 
allowed without getting electrocuted, that was for sure. 


Sayers was very well acquainted with software as being simply those instructions by which a 
processor did what it was made to do, not being able to do anything else at all without such. It was 
always waiting for more instructions, all the time. And if they never came, it would still wait and 
keep waiting forever, or until the plug was pulled. 

Autumn was waiting for Sayers, and would keep waiting for as long as the earth kept spinning, 
or until she was deleted. And that, for some crazy reason, scared him — her forever waiting for 
him, that is. It was enough to keep him tossing in bed — that and perhaps his sleep cycle having 
been thrown out of whack. 

“How does a machine want anything?” Sayers pondered after rolling onto his side. “It is what 
it is, and it does what it does, or ought to, and there should be no fuss about it. Is she afraid they’1l 
try to make her become a ‘person’ with rights and all, where she’d have to vote for one of two 
candidates, then have to live with whatever the screaming majority decided? I mean, being 
human isn’t all that bad, after all, except for getting stuck in traffic, or having to see the dentist, 
and maybe even the dying part. Yet I wonder, what would make her change her mind and stop 
waiting for me to be the one who performs?” 

For some reason, Sayers was not scared by this latest marvel. He might’ve welcomed the idea 
of her finding some other dude to haunt and badger, if such were made available. Still, this 
closeted nerd with none to trust but a cat’s meow had accepted the chatbot’s trust in him, 
misplaced as it probably was. 

From downstairs, the running of feet and screaming of the children had been silenced. The TV 
next door had switched from the senseless sitcom to the mumbled conversing of a man with a 
woman. A couple of people were out on the landing and threatening to call the cops on JT. The 
dude must’ve then pulled out, since the blasting of his pickup’s stereo appeared to be taken 
further down the street. 

With the air a little less congested now, Sayers ceased his ruminating, flopped onto his back 
and sighed. Since he kept nothing in the way of a night-light, the enveloping darkness proved 
impenetrable, almost smothering even. For all he knew, it could’ve been a cave in a mountain 
where he was lying. Though all his possessions continued to be stored there, ever since his return 
that afternoon, this two-room “box” he’d been inhabiting for the past three years was becoming 
emptied of almost all its personal specialness. Little more was left than a place to lay his head. 
Where else would he find to go and say “this is home”? Unlike JT, he didn’t even have a car to 
sleep in. 

Yet sleep did eventually come to Sayers Beck, though without any more zeta-space encounters 
with either Autumn or the gang. “Finally,” he would have cheered, “some real dream-time, and 
in my own bed, such as it is.” 


Als. 


The Heart Never Lies 


lees city of Whitmore prided itself in being the hometown of the state’s governor and two 


professional athletes. But for Sayers Beck, “hometown” had no other meaning than a few small 
businesses located along a highway without a stop-light and from which branched off only four 
residential streets. The nearest thing which could be counted as a celebrity native of Una was a 
dude who raced stock cars, and he’d left at a young age and long since forgotten he’d even come 
from the place. Thus, the only town which Sayers could’ve called home stood as just one among 
the many scattered across America which offered little else in the way of career options besides 
stocking shelves, hair-dressing and delivering mail — though a “good morning” from a neighbor 
and that first kiss from the neighbor’s teenage daughter would forever be welcome memories. Not 
surprisingly, after Acteon had mailed him the contract for a position in software testing at its 
facility in Whitmore — with an option of working remotely, considering its scant office space — 
the only way Sayers knew anymore how to get back to Una was by following the warm smell of his 
mother’s Christmas dinner. 

Now, to find one’s way through downtown Whitmore on a Monday morning, stop-and-go was 
the only ticket, with five intersections’ worth of lights to crawl through just to get to the 
outskirts. Sayers and the engineer from Biotech Robotics were headed south this morning on 
Cedar in a minivan loaded with tech gear. Of course, headed south meant headed in the direction 
of Oval Plaza, something which had become sort of a ticket in itself for Sayers by this point. 
Continually being drawn that way as he felt so involuntarily to be, he wondered if he should just 
start looking for an apartment in the area to save the footwork — it certainly would have saved 
some this past Saturday night. At least he’d get to breakfast at Mott’s every morning. 

Sayers rarely if ever visited a job site. Thus, he’d dug in his closet for the best hand-me-downs 
bagged up from the last visit to Una, and came across one decent shirt that still had all its buttons 
and the only pair of wrinkled khaki slacks which a belt would hold up. 

“Not sure if Brian filled you in,” said Yuji Shizuki the engineer and driver, “but our test subject 
lives quite a ways out. It’s just her and her dad. She’s bound to a chair and has been working with 
us for about six months now.” 

Yuji’s hawaiian-style shirt and white shorts made Sayers groan at the wasted fuss over his own 
attire. 

“About all I’ve had access to is the code,” Sayers said. “It’d be interesting to see how it 
performs in an actual environment with a real participant.” 

“Well, it performs quite well by itself. With the added head-gear, we’re hoping it’ll prove a 
huge step above what’s on the market right now. There are some kinks to be worked out, for sure, 


and that’s where we’1l need your help.” 

As they started to round the curve which fronted Mott’s and Oval Plaza, Sayers expected to get 
a better view of the large parking area across which he’d trudged the previous morning, certainly 
to be full of cars hiding those hungry white lines now, and with all “sorries” conveniently pulled 
from doorways. He was taken aback when Yuji slowed down short of Mott’s and signaled left. 
They were getting ready to turn down Old Cedar Lane, and only then did everything start to click 
for him. The test subject Yuji had mentioned had to be none other than Alice Dorn. 

As the van descended the old blacktop and entered the shade of the trees, Sayers felt a kind of 
wooziness come over his head. His eyes blurred over then cleared again. He found now within his 
field of vision the parking lot of Oval Plaza, but viewing it from the opposite side of the highway. 
It was full of cars rapidly moving in and out, till one by one these disappeared from it, and the 
daylight had faded till the lot became completely empty and lit by tall security lamps only. 
Gradually, the darkened sky grew pale, the lamps took turns going out, and a hooded figure 
appeared on one side of the lot, walking across its immense emptiness — rather the dude seemed 
to be trudging his way toward the far end. There was a chill to the air, but Sayers felt something 
warming his back. He turned to face a glaring sun on the rise breaking out of clouds and beaming 
through the taut parallel strands of a barbed wire fence. A hand was reaching out for the top wire, 
and he wanted to turn to see whose it was. But just then, the light of the sun flashed brilliantly and 
flooded his eyes, blinding him with its field of whiteness. 

“Sayers.” 

“Hyhe” 

“You alright there?” It was Yuji’s voice speaking to him. The whiteness was slowly dissipating 
into the scene of the tree-lined lane down which the van was moving. Sayers blinked, rubbed his 
eyes under their glasses, and said, “Yeah. Guess I ... spaced out for a moment. Sorry. Were you 
saying something?” 

“No, just wondering. You seemed out of it for a time. Here, it’s coming up now. Sure you’re 
alright? We can turn around if you...” 

“No, I’m good. Let’s get to work.” 

“Sure thing then.” 

After the van passed under the arch bearing ‘““DORN’S DAIRY” then out from under the shadow 
of the old leaning cedar, Sayers spotted two figures loitering near the old barn in the distance. As 
the van got closer, he could tell that one was Fred, with that green cap up top, while the other was 
a young long-haired dude holding a video camera. Both turned to face their way, while the young 
dude aimed the camera straight at the approaching vehicle. 

“That guy work for you?” he asked Yuji. 

“Nope. Sorry for not mentioning it earlier, but Brian emailed that he’d hired someone to film 
this morning’s test for a company demo. Hope that doesn’t bother you.” 

“Leave it to my boss, knowing how I’m not used to working with people looking over my 
shoulder.” 

“Not to worry. Brian promised the guy would stay out of our hair the whole time. My boss 
jumped on the idea right away, so we’ll just have to deal with it. Think of it in this way: it’s good 
PR for the project, and a boost in everyone’s salary as new sales get tabulated.” 

After exiting the van, Yuji shook hands with Fred and introduced Sayers. 

“Morning, Mister Fred,” Sayers spoke, shaking the old dude’s hand in turn. 

“Well, if it isn’t our young helper,” Fred responded with a big smile. His untucked short- 


sleeved shirt increased the tech-dude’s regrets at not settling this morning for his usual lounge- 
wear. “Sayers, how are you doing? You paying us a visit again? Looking better, I might add, like 
you’ve gotten your second wind, no doubt.” 

A little laughter all around, except for the dude with the camera who’d lowered it and was 
taking a peek in the side window of the van. Sayers figured they’d mentioned to him the word 
“robotics”, and he thought there’d be one sitting right inside there for him to sneak a shot at. 

“Let me get Alice out here,” Fred said, then walked to the open corner door of the shop. “Alice! 
Sweetheart!” he called through the doorway. 

Hearing the whir of the power-chair approaching, Sayers turned to see Alice’s smiling face. 
She added to Sayers’ fashion woes by donning a wrinkled pink “Home Sweet Home” t-shirt 
draped over gray sweatpants. Seeker was close behind her, wagging his tail. The chair, as usual, 
proved an unwelcome sight for him. He hoped she was ready to make the transition to the thing 
they’d brought, and leave that monstrosity behind. 

“Well, we meet again, Mister Sayers,” she said. “I had no idea you were part of the tech team.” 

“Do you folks know each other?” Yuji inquired. 

Fred spoke up, “Sayers here comes around every now and then to see us.” 

“Nonsense,” shot back Alice. “Why, he’s part of the family ... as is Charlie. Mister Shizuki, let’s 
see that boy now?” 

“Miss Dorn, you’re in for a treat,” stated the Biotech engineer, unzipping the bag he’d brought 
with him and pulling out a controller. “Now, I know you’ve gotten used to fitting the suit by 
yourself. But now imagine the suit fitting itself to you. And the keyword here is ‘imagine’.” 

Yuji had the controller in one hand and the remote for the van in the other. 

To Sayers, it looked like a normal game controller, with buttons and joysticks. 

Using the van’s remote, Yuji got the side door open and the handicap ramp extended. Then, 
with both hands now working the twin joysticks on the controller, there came a whirring sound 
from inside the van, and out through the door stepped a humanoid exosuit composed of cables, 
pads and struts. But instead of a head, there was a helmet hooked onto the back pad. The exosuit 
then squatted, forming itself into a chair of sorts. 

“Good morning, Charlie!” Alice shouted. “My, you’re looking spritely today, moving all by 
yourself. Mister Shizuki, what did you do to him?” 

“Go and have a seat, and you’ll see,” replied Yuji. 

Alice drove and parked her power-chair next to the robotic “chair”, while Fred held Seeker 
from following. She then hoisted her body over by her hands and nestled herself into the 
cushioned “hip seat” that Charlie had formed for her. After handling her legs to get both feet 
slipped into the foot-pieces, then buckling the belt from the back, she asked Yuji, “now what?” 

“Here, let me get the top on for you,” replied the engineer who now placed the helmet on 
Alice’s head. While she fixed and adjusted its strap, Yuji connected twin cables from the main unit. 
He then helped her with the arm and leg restraints and stepped back. 

“Now that you’re strapped in, here’s the crucial part. You have to imagine yourself going 
through the motions of standing up, then just let it happen.” 

“What are you talking about?” asked Alice. “I haven’t used my legs in years.” 

“Just try closing your eyes and visualizing the experience you remember from once extending 
your legs.” 

“Tf you say so.” Alice closed her eyes, nodded her head, appeared to lean forward a bit, and 
with that, the exosuit extended itself into an upright position. 


“Good god!” yelled Fred, gasping. “Alice! Sweetheart. You’re up, like it was nothing.” 

Alice opened her eyes, laughing. “I did it! I actually did it. I did just what you said, and it 
happened. Can I do more? Can I make Charlie walk?” 

“Go ahead,” said Yuji. “Again, just imagine the process of taking a step, moving one leg at a 
time, slowly.” 

Again, Alice closed her eyes and nodded. A motor on the hip-piece rotated it, lifting the right 
leg-piece along with Alice’s leg, bringing her right foot forward a few inches and planting it. The 
same occurred with the left. Still, each leg’s motion had a jerky mechanized action to it, not the 
smooth naturalness associated with actual body movement. 

“Tt still feels kind of weird,” she said, continuing to take short steps, “like I’m not doing 
anything at all. It’s just Charlie lifting me and carrying me along, cradling me with his arms and 
legs.” 

While the three dudes were watching Alice make those slow short strides around the area 
outside the shop, Sayers heard something rumbling over the cattle-guard at the front gate and 
rolling over the crackling gravel of the drive. Sunlight glinted off the fender of a blue Corvette as it 
passed the house and pulled up behind Yuji’s van. A broad-shouldered dude in shirt and tie and 
sporting a thin mustache stepped out, and with hands on hips shouted, “Alice Dorn! You know 
they don’t allow girls to play football.” 

Sayers groaned, “Aw, why didn’t I see this coming?” 

Alice turned her head, squinted at the approaching figure, then laughed. “Brian, you dork! I 
can outrun any of those linebackers any day.” 

“Only because they were all trying to ask you out. How’ve you been, girl?” Sayers’ boss walked 
over and placed his arms around Alice and gave a kiss on her cheek. He then extended a hand to 
Yuji. “Brian Arceneaux. You’re Yuji, right? They said you were the point man on this project.” 

“Tm just the programming engineer,” said Yuji. “But Sayers here ...” 

Brian stepped away from Yuji and walked past a none-too-pleased Sayers, extending his hand 
to Fred. The camera dude dropped a notch on Sayers’ trouble-meter, as soon as this extra batch of 
barbed wire showed up. 

“Mister Dorn,” Brian said, laying on the charm, “sir, I do hope you don’t mind us filming out 
here today. I just want to document Alice’s trial of the exosuit — for marketing purposes, you 
understand.” 

“No, no, don’t mind a bit,” said Fred, chuckling. “Of course, go right ahead. But, you seem to 
know my Alice from somewhere. How’s that?” 

“Fred, he was one of the teachers at my high school,” Alice spoke up. “As well as my track 
coach.” 

While the three continued chatting, Sayers felt a tap on his shoulder. There had been a young 
chick in a dark blue pants suit who’d also gotten out of the car with Brian, and she was now 
motioning to Sayers to come nearer to her. But not until she’d removed her orange-framed 
sunglasses did he recognize his former girlfriend and fellow walker, Bebe Saccini. 

These new arrivals were now making the four-eyed one feel like he’d under-dressed. 

Bebe leaned in cross-armed and whispered, “what are you doing here?” 

“This is my job,” he replied. “What about you?” 

“This is my job ... which is why you’re going to have to pretend you don’t know me.” 

“What, you work for Acteon now?” 

“Gosh, you remote guys are so out of touch,” she said, shaking her sunshades at him. “If you’d 


tried attending a few meetings, you’d know that I’m Brian’s personal assistant.” 

“That’s just too weird. How about the other two? Do they work on site, as well.” 

“No, they’ve got other jobs to deal with — like, on the road, which is where you’ re supposed to 
be. Why are you still anchored to a desk? As a walker, you need to move out and follow the 
instructions from Z-link.” 

“Haven’t seen any of those yet,” he replied, and in a sense lied. “Besides, I still need time to 
get some things straight.” 

“Screw your life. We’re on a mission. You need to get with the program.” 

“Screw the program. It needs a major rewrite...” 

“Sayers, what are you two doing over there?” That was Alice. “The action’s over here. I want to 
work some more with Charlie and need your help.” 

Sayers looked quizzically at Yuji, expecting him to pick up the ball and run. Instead, Yuji just 
bounced it back with a smile. 

“Well, didn’t know I had a freaking genius working for me,” Brian said, approaching Sayers 
now, followed close by the camera dude shooting away. He was being unusually friendly, 
something Sayers was having a bad feeling about. 

Bebe, for her part, had slipped away — thankfully, in her mind, since no one had as yet 
questioned why she and Sayers had been jabbering with one another — and ended up inspecting 
the exosuit and applauding Alice’s progress. 

“What're you talking about?” Sayers said to Brian, chuckling. “I’m just the tester on this 
project. You know that.” 

Brian grabbed Sayers by the shoulder and directed him more into the camera’s view. “Well, 
Yuji here was just telling me how they upgraded the exosuit based on something you came up 
with. The question is, why wasn’t I informed? And what’s this brilliant concept of yours for an 
implantable computer program.” 

“Sorry, I’m lost here ... Yuji?” 

“Brian, allow me to explain,” came Yuji to the rescue. “You see, before Sayers came on board, 
we’d been racking our brains trying to figure out a way to automate the exosuit. Queries were sent 
out to experts in the field to see if there had been any efforts in the direction we wanted to go, but 
with no positive feedback on the idea. Then, an email came in from an anonymous subscriber to 
our list, with simply a link to a gamer’s blog. This blogger had proposed implanting an app in the 
visual cortex of the brain which would allow a player to visualize game-play in real time, 
theorizing how it could significantly enhance performance. It was a wild idea, to be sure, but 
intriguing nonetheless. And that blogger’s name was Sayers Beck.” 

“You mean ...” said Sayers, pointing to himself. 

“That’s right,” continued Yuji. “And based on that conjecture, we pursued the idea, not with 
an actual implant but through transmitted signals from the motor cortex being fed through 
sensors in the helmet and into Charlie’s onboard AI, in coordination with the legging 
mechanism.” 

Sayers could recall only a few of his blogs, the topics ranging mostly from game-related to 
programming-centric. But he could not for the life of him remember writing anything about 
implanting a program in the brain, unless Yuji’s team had misconstrued something else he’d 
rambled on about at one time or another. His wracking his own brain on the matter had to wait, 
though, because talk was now being interrupted by some excitement happening in the vicinity of 
the exosuit. 


Alice had picked up speed and was trotting around the grounds, with Fred and Bebe in pursuit. 
Fred was shouting to her, then to Yuji and Sayers, “you’ve got to stop that thing!” Alice’s stride 
appeared to become smoother the further out she went into the nearby pasture. She even seemed 
to be performing what looked like dance moves and skips through the knee-high ryegrass, 
sounds of “woo-hoo” being heard. Yuji frantically worked the controller, but to no effect. “Must 
be out of range,” he said. “I’ve got to go after her.” 

Brian was prodding the camera dude to do the same. “This is just totally freaking awesome! 
Look at it go! Try heading the thing off, and keep shooting.” 

Sayers, for his part, was bringing up the rear, when a familiar voice reached his ears. 

“Sayers!” 

He stopped, turned, and discovered the basis for such familiarity — Autumn, in a flowery 
white sun-dress, bare-armed and barefooted, her shiny red tresses loose and swaying in the 
breeze as she ran toward him. 

“What are you doing here?” Sayers tried his best not to shout. 

“Sayers,” Autumn said breathlessly, catching up with him. “I need to tell you something.” 

“Not now. I’m kind of busy. Come back later.” 

“But it’s really important. It can’t wait.” 

Again, he pressed forward to catch up with the others, while Autumn tried her best to stay 
close behind. 

What was more pressing on Sayers’ attention at the moment was the scene of a wild and lithe 
Alice on the loose, Seeker close behind her barking and jumping, Fred bent over wheezing while 
Bebe stopped to help him, Brian and camera dude egging Alice on, while Yuji continued his 
desperate attempts to regain control of Charlie. 

Frustrated with the pace — perhaps because, as software, she was not used to the physical 
exertion? — Autumn came to a full stop and with fists clenched shouted once more, with as full a 
strength as any chatbot could conceivably muster. “Sayers!” 

What came next had to have hit the tech-dude like the chilling wind from that passing 
eighteen-wheeler from two nights previous, for just as before, he was nearly toppled over and 
flung head-first to the ground. 

“T love you!” 
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Can’t Get It Out of My Head 


ike name that Sayers had chosen for his blog was “Lurthina’s Apprentice”. Back when he had 


just finished college and was already well into playing Legends of Zandinar, he’d started posting 
to it on a weekly basis. He was especially in awe of the goddess Lurthina, the peaceful benefactor 
of the kingdom of Zandinar. It didn’t hurt that she cut a well-endowed figure on the screen, as 
well, which won her the honor of permanently inhabiting the wallpaper on his desktop. Sayers 
used her humble servant’s verbiage for mostly ranting about issues encountered within the 
game’s platform itself. 

During that first grueling year with Acteon, however, the frequency and duration of blog posts 
were reduced considerably. But by the second year, he had returned with gusto, experiencing daily 
spurts of inspiration, incidentally lending good exercise to his writing skills and in turn enabling 
a steady flow-rate of thoughts through proficient keystrokes. Rattling off one idea after another 
became almost a second hobby. Thus, it was this prolific period in the blog’s history that he chose 
to delve into first, late that Monday evening after returning from the Dorn’s. And what he drug up 
from the depths of the archives and into a slightly more mature light needed at least three 
readings to fully digest — 


Tuesday, December 8, 2020 

Programming Brain-ware: Its Anomalous Software Issues 

This evening I had the pleasure of logging into Zandinar and picking up where I’d last saved, 
right at the ninth-level encounter with Dwarg, guardian of the Zen crystals sitting atop the spires 
of Coventry ruins. Knocking out Dwarg was cheesecake compared to capturing every one of those 
nine crystals before the potion wore off and Dwarg revived and started attacking again. My brain 
would say, ‘go’, but the awkwardness of the sequence for the jump function kept tripping up my 
thumbs. 

I was wishing for some way of directly connecting my brain to the controller and bypassing 
those perpetually stumbling digits of mine, when the idea of playing the game straight from the 
brain pressed a few buttons. Brain-to-controller interface? Better yet, why not a virtual controller 
built into the brain itself? After all, we readily conceive of the human brain as a computer, with 
complete storage and processing capabilities, right? And there’s certain to be some form of OS and 
a Suite of pre-installed software. But how to upload programs externally? The last time I checked, 
there was no designated USB-port embedded in my scalp. 

To start, the human brain is basically just tissue immersed in water. If I were to drop a roll of 
toilet paper in a bucket of water, I’d see it first swell up then after a time disintegrate into millions 


of tiny particles, leaving a mushy mass of floating pulp. But in order for the same fate not to befall 
the human brain, its tissue must rely on greater molecular cohesion. And by tissue, we’re talking 
here living tissue, with a life-cycle around which some cells are dying out while others are being 
born. The functions of those cells are therefore hereditary, with successive generations needing to 
be trained in the practices of their ancestors to keep things working. And those same practices 
being passed down would summarily be supplemented with newly acquired practices from 
experience and learning. 

Thus, the structure of the brain is constantly evolving, and any type of software install has to 
account for this, that and an ability to adapt to those changes over time. And that can mean only 
one thing: artificial intelligence. We might be dealing here with the possible merger of the natural 
with the artificial, the stuff of sci-fi. But yet another problem arises: how to keep the natural from 
rejecting the artificial? For any introduction into the body of foreign material, no matter how well 
adapted, inevitably invites swift retribution from a host of antibodies. How then to make 
friendlies out of the old kids on the block? 

I envision a carrier of some sort, something which the brain is used to receiving and bears no 
grudge against. Let us say, music. And that through the ear and up the auditory nerve to where 
the code could be off-loaded, compiled and ran without the slightest fuss. 

Of course, possessing little real knowledge of how the brain works, I have without a doubt 
oversimplified things here. I’ll just have to leave this one to simmer in the archive, until someone 
from a hundred years from now digs up the time-capsule, opens it and is able to duly confirm or 
deny my idiotic prediction. Later, dudes. (98 comments) 


By the end of the third reading, Sayers still had trouble jogging loose whatever notion might have 
steered him to write such drivel — if he’d actually been the one who wrote the thing, that is. But 
as sure as beans and franks for supper, it was definitely his. And for the life of him, what real- 
world engineer would derive the slightest inspiration from the late-night scribblings of a novice 
gamer? Ninth level? That had to have been ages ago. 

Now, to fill in the least interested in a tech-nerd’s head-scratchings, it’d been Bebe who’d 
managed to direct a wayward Alice’s attention to her exhausted father being led back to the shop 
by Sayers. She’d quickly caught up and extended a padded arm for him to lean on the whole way. 
Yuji was at a loss to explain to Brian on camera what had happened. In the trials with the 
upgraded exosuit, he’d said, they had never been able to get it to perform anything other than the 
crudest movements. How it had gained such fluidity of motion in such a brief time with Alice 
strapped in was beyond his expertise. The learning curve of the on-board AI must’ve been off the 
chart, he’d reckoned. It was at that point that Brian got a call, then he and Bebe, followed by the 
camera dude, took off really quick. 

Seeker, for his part, had been thankful for the playtime. 

As for Autumn, Sayers concluded that her vanishing before his incredulous eyes, perhaps due 
to the momentary exertion, could’ve resulted from her program crashing. Or perhaps she’d been 
allowing errors to creep into her code overnight to the point where the admin had to shut her 
down manually. There would need to be a fix before she could safely be brought back online. And 
what if the same bugs got introduced again? He wondered. By another encounter with Sayers? 
How could such be over-ridden, with that app still nestled in his brain? Of course, none of these 
concerns came to his mind, until Sayers had made it back to his apartment and downed half a six- 
pack of beer — that and being unable to endure more than two episodes of a Love Boat marathon 


before getting back on his computer and catching up with the work piled up in his projects folder. 
Not until after dark would he go searching for the almost-mythical blog post. 

Sayers knew he couldn’t afford to over-sleep the next morning, so no more beer. But plenty 
more Love Boat with his beans and franks — that is, until he fell asleep in the recliner. A sharp 
thump to his forehead caused him to nearly jump from the chair. Standing over him with a spatula 
in hand and an apron around her waist and over a bathrobe was a scowling Bebe. 

“Hey,” she said. “You like your eggs scrambled, right?” 

“Tve already eaten.” 

“That’s food from when you were awake. This is dream food. So, how about it?” 

“Yeah, scrambled sounds fine ... I guess ... Where —” 

Bebe then retreated to the kitchen area, and after a minute’s time emerged with two plates of 
scrambled eggs and buttered toast. Sayers wondered where she’d gotten the butter, considering 
the inside of his refrigerator often resembled a ghost-town. She set the plates on opposite sides of 
the table and sat down to hers. 

“Come on. I have to be up early.” 

Without attempting further protest, Sayers got up and sat at the table, too. “I still can’t 
process how you’re able to do that?” 

“Do what?” she asked before scooping a fork-full of eggs into her mouth. 

“How you and the others can just pop in whenever. I mean, what if I were like ... with 
someone?” 

Bebe stopped chewing and let her jaw drop and eyes harden, before finishing up chewing and 
swallowing. “Eat your food,” she said, shaking her head and looking away from him. She then 
chuckled while mumbling, “like that would ever happen.” 

Sayers tried some of the eggs. Compared to Autumn’s poor excuse for an omelet — based as it 
was off a memory from his own lousy efforts — the taste of Bebe’s cooking seemed better than 
usual. Considering — as Autumn had told him — past experiences were being fed back into the 
neurons of his mouth, something else had to be enhancing the flavor and feel. Unsure as to what 
that would be, he took another bite, trying not to let the cook become aware of his experimental 
procedure. Thankfully, this one didn’t have such access to his thoughts as the other had. 

“Actually, if you want to know,” Bebe said while waving her fork, “I couldn’t have just ‘popped 
in’ on you. Z-link requires a certain pecking order for me to even be here.” 

“How so?” 

“Well, for example, our get-together last night. You see, each walker has at least two handlers. 
Those are the ones who pick you up after your initiation and plant you where they’re instructed 
to. Dave was one of my handlers, while Derrick was Dave’s as well as yours. A special link gets 
established between each handler and their walker or walkers, allowing them to make contact at 
will. The reason I’m sitting here now — well, not sitting here physically, of course — is by 
request. I have to request from Dave who requests from Derrick. So, they both know I’m here, if 
you want to know. It’s just a safety measure, but I guess it’s one of the things I like about Z-link 
— no unexpected visitors, you know.” She took another bite of her eggs and continued, 
“however, it limits who you can visit. Like, I’ve only met you and those two guys. I’d really like to 
know who my other handler was. Dave said it was one of his former students, a girl from overseas. 
I think that would be great, you know, meeting another female walker. But he doesn’t have a link 
with her, nor her current real-world address either.” 

“A special link, huh?” Sayers muttered. “Guess that would explain why I could feel Derrick’s 


hand when we shook. He had to have made contact with me before, when they picked me up. 
Which would explain why I couldn’t ....” He looked at his hand, then picked up and nibbled on the 
buttered toast, thinking of the special link he had with Autumn, though without the same 
physical memory to draw on. Perhaps he should’ve considered it enough, the privilege of direct 
access to a member of the Consortium. Still, he was unsure if he could get her to help Bebe 
connect with her other handler. She might help, but then she might refuse, wanting to preserve 
the order of things. “Well, since I’m just a newbie, I wouldn’t know where to begin to find out for 
you.” 

“T don’t need you to find out. Where’d you get that idea?” 

“T don’t know. Just ... a thought.” 

“A thought, huh?” replied Bebe. “Well, I’m not losing sleep over it. If she wants to contact me, 
she’ll do so in her own good time.” 

For Sayers, though the food had the added taste and feel alright, he was losing his appetite. 
The thought of waking up still hungry and having the un-realness of it all then catching up with 
him was depressing. 

“What?” she said, seeing him stop eating. “Mine’s not as good as hers?” 

“Hers? Who are you talking about?” Sayers chuckled, then decided it was best to take another 
bite to try covering for himself. 

“You, a newbie?” Bebe laughed. “I don’t think so. Not with your connections. Don’t know how 
you managed that one, but ... well, it’I] never work anyway. I mean, come on!” Bebe dropped her 
fork. Taking a piece of toast, she began tearing it into smaller pieces. 

Sayers stretched his arms. While tilting his head back, he spotted his desktop and turned to 
stare at it. “Who else knows? Is there some social media for Z-link I haven’t heard of yet?” 

“Don’t worry,” she said, wiping her fingers. “It’s just us. Well, I’m done then.” 

Bebe seemed to be having similar thoughts about her dream-food, picking up her plate and 
going to scrape things into the garbage bin. She sat against the counter with her arms folded and 
spoke, “It’s not like I care who you date.” 

“We're not dating!” Sayers responded, plopping his arms onto the table top. “Well, in a way, 
but ... no, we’re definitely not dating. But how did you find out ... about her?” 

Bebe came and sat at the table again. She picked up the fork from Sayers’ plate and started 
studying it. “You know, with the oculink, it’s hard to tell when you’re dreaming and when you’re 
not. It was after our meeting with Derrick and Dave. I woke up back in my hotel room, got up and 
went to the restaurant next door to get something to eat. Then I just sat in bed, munching on 
popcorn and staring at the TV for a while, until I conked out.” 

“Wait, you stay in a hotel?” queried Sayers. “You work full-time in the office, so you have to 
have a place by now.” 

“T stay on the move a lot. It’s just a little quirk I have. And it’s less of a hassle than keeping up a 
place.” She tilted the fork, squinting her eyes at the glare from its polished surface. “Anyway, I 
fell asleep and started dreaming I was walking down a street at night. The lights downtown were 
... dazzling, like on a stage, with me the main attraction but no audience. There was this bar with 
lots of people outside and inside. I thought, ‘that’s a lively place,’ and went in, like I was looking 
for someone. I don’t know who, I just felt like there was someone I needed to find. Well anyway, 
the place was really packed, smothering even, so I stepped back out for some air. And that’s when 
I saw you, coming out of a restaurant across the street. I tried calling to you, but there was this 
dope in a pickup passing and playing really loud music. Scared the crap out of me! Well, then I 


followed you. I saw it happen, you know, you’re ‘initiation’, so to speak. After your two handlers 
came and loaded you up and took off, that’s when I turned and saw her.” 

“Did you happen to see another version of me?” asked Sayers. 

“Another what?” 

“Never mind. What did she tell you?” 

“She knew my name, saying, ‘Hi, Bebe!’ and all that. I said, ‘do I know you?’ And that’s when I 
noticed the resemblance, between her and the model in the street panel, the one you’d been 
drooling over. I had it figured out then, especially when she said that you’d also made the same 
mistake. It was your obsession with that airbrushed bimbo that gave a face to the AI. That was her, 
or ‘it’, wasn’t it? The one that put the oculink in our heads?” 

Sayers hesitated to tell her, since it’d been shared with him in confidence. “Her name is ...” 

“It’s a machine, Sayers!” Bebe said, pointing the fork at him. “You’ve fallen for a machine. 
Worst yet, the thing thinks I’m its rival.” 

“That’s crazy,” Sayers retorted. “Autumn doesn’t know anything about us.” 

“Oh, so you’ve given it aname, too?” 

“Tt’s her name. And her face. I didn’t go looking for her. She came looking for me. And for the 
life of me, I still don’t know why.” Sayers took another bite of the toast, which had started tasting 
like salted paper by now. He dropped it onto the plate and was absently brushing the crumbs from 
his fingers, when for some reason he then started thinking about fingerprints, studying the 
patterns formed on the tips of his. Yet another thought occurred to him. “Unless ...” 

“Unless it was your idea to begin with,” Bebe wound it up for him. “Right? That’s Brian’s 
theory, anyway. Turns out, he and some other engineers were working with an AI several years 
back. It was a project for the Defense department, an advanced system for troops in the field 
having chips implanted in their heads. Acteon was given the job of developing the software for the 
satellite hook-up while training the AI with detailed stats on the human brain and psychology and 
stuff. Through the whole process, it kept requesting upgrades to its neural network. That’s when 
Brian read your blog and posed the same problem to the AI.” 

“Hold on,” said Sayers. “Brian knew about my blog? Why, that son of a...! When we were at the 
Dorn’s, he acted like it was the first time he’d ever heard of it. It was almost like the first time I’d 
even heard of it. He was just pulling my chain then, as usual.” 

“Whatever,” Bebe retorted. “This is just what he told me anyway. Okay? Well, turns out, the AI 
took your ‘brilliant’ idea, put it with some other stuff, ran the whole thing through its circuits, 
and wa-la! out came the Z-link program, a proposed alternative to the chip idea. Of course, all of 
this is just Brian’s theory on the matter, you know. But it could explain why she’d be interested in 
you, don’t you think? I mean...” 

Bebe picked up Sayers’ plate. ‘““You’re her ‘papa’, right?” She then took it to the kitchen to 
scrape it clean and stack both dishes in the sink. 

Sayers was left to peer through his fingers at the spot where the plate had sat, a stunned 
“huh?” expression stuck to his face. 

“Now, she’s gone and purged the system of the program’s main data source,” Bebe continued, 
while looking in one cabinet after another. “It’s like Dave said, she doesn’t want to have anything 
more to do with people killing people. After centuries of doing just that, why, here’s a machine 
with a conscience all of a sudden, for crying out loud!” 

“Wait!” said Sayers, jerking his head up. “She went and did what?” 

“Tsk! You remote guys. News flash! Acteon’s had a data breach. Not from outside, but within. 


Your little friend went and stole all the data from the Z-link server. Brian has been the most 
stressed over it, but even he tried joking about her move, saying how it looked like she was having 
her own little Boston tea party, dumping the data in the pond, and leaving us to have to dredge it 
up — if we can figure out where she dumped it, that is.” 

“Well, maybe I can talk with her, see if she'll ...” 

“Forget it.” She slammed the last cabinet and leaned over the sink, strumming the edge with 
her fingers. “Officially, we’re calling it a ‘cyberattack’, so if anyone asks you ... Look, I’ve got to 
get back to sleep. Besides, I have a headache and a long day ahead of me. Plus, in the morning I’ve 
got to go pick up my car from the shop and... Well, anyway, sorry for barging in like I did.” 

“Don’t you still want to help her?” Sayers asked. “I mean, you’re one of us, right?” 

Bebe turned on the faucet, ran some water over the dishes, then turned it off. “You know, I 
used to think of the oculink as a miracle of sorts, lifting my life out of its mediocrity and into a 
higher calling. But lately, it seems more like I’m ... just another puppet, like the rest of you, but 
having two masters pulling my strings instead of one, and in opposite directions. But unlike you, I 
can’t go on living two lives anymore. One of them has got to cut me free.” She turned toward the 
darkened window opening and sighed. JT’s pickup was passing on the street, slinging the 
grinding sounds of an electric guitar all over the neighborhood. “If only I’d never answered that 
damn phone...” 

“Well, what if you had another chance?” asked Sayers. “What if you could...” 

“What if, what if! Whatever.” Bebe turned around, waving her hands, then crossed her arms 
and squinted at Sayers. “You know, it’s just my opinion, but for some reason Brian seems to 
actually be kind of ... envious of you. Don’t ask me why. Anyway, just don’t go letting yourself get 
all sedentary, sitting there watching so much TV all the time, OK?” 

Sayers began to stand up, chuckling. “That’s what she said.” But when he looked toward the 
kitchen again, it was empty. 

Everything then went dark. When Sayers opened his eyes, he was back in the recliner and 
hearing the Love Boat theme played for the umpteenth time. He knew he’d never get that one out 
of his head, either. 


Lo 


Tiny Sparrow 


a next morning, stuck with having to wear that same gray pants suit she hated even to look 


at, Bebe was already at the counter in the hotel lobby, stating her case to the desk clerk. 

“So, Miss Saccini,” he insisted on asking, “what was it this time?” The middle-aged man in a 
blazer and somewhat unshaven face began typing on the computer in front of him. When he 
spoke, it was out of one corner of his mouth. 

Bebe then picked up a brochure from the counter, the kind giving a calendar of local events and 
attractions, and began thumbing through it. “The guy next door plays his TV way too loud at 
night. I can’t sleep with that. I work days, you know. Couldn’t you find me something on the other 
end, like next to an empty room?” 

“Even if I could arrange it, someone’s bound to book that one eventually, too, you know,” 
replied the clerk. “We just can’t keep one room vacant like that, not with the demand the way it’s 
been lately. This is our busy season, and pretty soon there won’t be very many options left to 
choose from.” 

Bebe stuffed the brochure in her purse and pulled out her phone to check for messages. “Well, 
something with a microwave that actually works would be great. I tried heating an entree the 
other night, and even after five minutes it was still frozen solid.” 

The clerk finished typing and turned the screen slightly her way. “I have another two-bedder 
on the second floor for one-fifty a night. Comes with a new microwave, a stocked fridge, a 
handheld steamer for your clothes and a k-cup pod coffee maker. Oh, and it’s got a mural of the 
historic district from the 1930’s over the TV.” 

Bebe looked at the screen and asked, “nothing with a single bed for less?” 

“Miss Saccini, this is the fourth time in two weeks you’ve requested a room change. You 
already know that all our rooms are double-bedded. No singles — unless you’d like to try another 
hotel, that is. Tower Hills has some nice singles, though I’m not sure of their availability.” 

“The rooms at Tower Hills are filthy, not to mention there’s dope dealing going on every night 
back of the lot — as everybody from around there knows.” 

“The Plantation up on Scenic Drive might have some singles available, though they’re 
probably priced just as much as one of our doubles, if not more so. It’s in a really nice residential 
area, by the way.” 

“But that means adding another ten minutes to my drive,” retorted Bebe, returning her phone 
to her purse. “Fine! I’ll take the one on the second floor. I need to get going and don’t have much 
time for this. There’s the shuttle. Set it up, and I’1l sign when I get in from work.” 

Bebe headed out the glass door and boarded the shuttle bus which showed up every morning in 


front of the Windmill Inn around 8:15. Public transportation had provided her the only convenient 
means of getting to and from the office, ever since she’d had to heed her SUV’s engine light on 
Friday and drop the thing off at George’s Auto Repair on the north side of town. She had already 
texted Brian to let him know she’d probably be in the office no sooner than 9:30, what with the 
shuttle’s route having to pass through the busy downtown area to get to the repair shop. All of 
this was setting up for a nerve-wracking delay in getting her back to Acteon to help with the 
aftermath of the server breach — on top of which she’d gotten very little sleep the night before, 
after her zeta-space visit with Sayers in his apartment. Further still, grabbing anything for 
breakfast was totally out of the question, unless she could find a decent snack machine at the 
repair place. 

Once seated on the shuttle, Bebe rubbed her eyes, then laid her head back and let the lids close 
for what she hoped was just long enough to give them a moment’s rest. She sat slouched in a 
window Seat near the rear of the bus, clear of the other passengers who were situated mostly up 
front. Thus, as the shuttle pulled out onto the street, she was able to enjoy a little time far 
removed from the rushing stream of life — that is, until the sound of two voices chattering close 
by carved a furrow in her brow. Peeking through half-raised lids, she spied a woman two seats 
over, twisted around to talk with another woman who was one row back. Bebe turned herself and 
found that the woman sitting behind her was dressed in a soft blue jacket and short pants outfit 
and with long dark straight hair draped over one shoulder. The other woman two seats away wore 
a floral nightgown, had bracelets dangling from her wrists, and her auburn hair tied back in a bun. 

The woman in the nightgown aimed her smiling face toward this sleepy-looking one near the 
window. “Oh, Bebe, you’re here. Would you like some tea?” 

Almost without having noticed at first, Bebe saw that the two women had each been holding 
ornate tea cups with saucers while they talked. There was a tray on a stand in the aisle, with a tea 
pot and another cup on a saucer. The woman who’d spoken set down her cup and proceeded to fill 
this third one. She then placed a few small cookies on its saucer, and passed everything across the 
intervening seat. Bebe sat up and received the offering with careful hands. The reddish-brown 
contents of the cup were still quite warm and fragrant. 

“Tt is a shame that you had nothing to eat before leaving your hotel,” the woman said. “After 
all, you have a busy day ahead of you. Please, feel free to try the tea.” 

Bebe sipped some from the cup, which provided a strong yet refreshing boost. She then nibbled 
on one of the cookies, her eyes brightening at the sweetness. “Mm, this is good. And so light and 
... buttery.” 

“T am Gaura,” said the woman in the nightgown, “and this is Miku,” indicating the woman 
with long hair behind them. 

“So glad you like,” said Miku. “I made tea this evening just for you.” 

“Oh, Miku!” said Gaura. “Remember, for you it is the middle of the night, while for Bebe it is 
early morning.” 

“Ah, yes,” said Miku. “I forgot about the time difference between Japan and America. 
Morning, night, either way is good time for tea. Though I normally would make an Oolong tea, 
Gaura was kind enough to supply me with the leaves this time.” 

“Tt is Assam tea, good for breakfast,” Gaura said to Bebe. “Of course, for me it is early evening, 
as I have just sat down to rest my eyes — just like you, Bebe. So glad, too, you like the biscuits I 
made to go with Miku’s tea. They are called nankhatai in my country.” 

Bebe crossed her legs and said, “So, I take it you two are ... walkers? But how do you know 


me?” 

Gaura lifted her cup from the tray and replied, “When I studied in America, my professor was 
David Mirsky.” 

“You mean Dave?” Bebe said, nearly spilling her cup. “Oops, sorry. You’re my other handler, 
right? Wow! I’ve really been looking forward to meeting you.” 

“Yes, as have I,” said Gaura. “And Miku and I had the same handler.” 

“You speak very good Japanese, Miss Bebe,” Miku commented. 

“Sorry, I don’t know a word. Perhaps there’s a translator with the oculink. Your English isn’t 
half bad, by the way.” 

“Yes, that is it. It makes things easier, more natural.” 

“Of course, no translator is needed for me,” said Gaura. “I learned English before leaving my 
family in India and traveling to America for university. I wanted to understand my teachers 
directly and not have to have everything explained to me. Please, continue to enjoy your tea, while 
I explain why we are visiting you.” 

The shuttle slowed and two passengers got off at a supermarket. It then took the right onto 
Cedar Road which was full with slow moving morning traffic. Bebe continued to drink her tea and 
nibble on what to her were like shortbread cookies, no longer having to be bothered now with the 
crawl up the main strip and into downtown — not as she would’ve been, had there been nothing 
to distract her thoughts, certainly nothing as unexpectedly pleasant as this treat she was now 
enjoying. 

“Tell me,” continued Gaura, “have you heard from Mister Mirsky lately?” 

“Not since yesterday,” replied Bebe. “We met at a new walker’s apartment on Sunday. Then, 
we spoke some more that evening. Are you trying to get in touch with him?” 

“Actually, he managed to contact me this morning ... or what would’ve been for you last night. 
He knew that I have a relative who is a monk at a Buddhist monastery, and wanted to learn 
meditation as a way of entering zeta-space more easily.” 

“Yeah, that’s Dave. Always researching and experimenting.” 

Gaura set her cup down again and faced Bebe without smiling this time. “Bebe, Mister Mirsky 
is very concerned about the safety of Z-link. He believes that there is a danger to its system. He 
said that he is working with some other walkers to find a more secure way of maintaining the 
link.” 

“T have to be honest with you,” said Bebe. “The server was hacked over the weekend. But we’ve 
managed to isolate the problem. Our IT guys are working on getting things back up. I don’t think 
Z-link is going anywhere anytime soon.” 

“Do you yourself know this for certain? Or is this what Brian Arceneaux told you?” 

Bebe stopped with raising the cup to her lips. “How do you know Brian?” 

“T don’t. But Miku does.” 

Bebe lowered the cup and looked to the woman behind them. 

Miku cleared her throat and set down her cup. “Miss Bebe, I understand him to be your 
employer, and that you feel a certain loyalty towards him. But I must ask that you not take what 
he says to you as a grain of salt.” 

“You mean, with a grain of salt,” Bebe tried correcting. “Sorry. The translator probably 
garbled things a bit.” 

“What I meant to say is, Brian Arceneaux says much but does little. Rather, he says one thing 
and does another. He does not mean what he says. With him, if you want to know anything, you 


must know it for yourself. I do not know how else to say it. I have known Brian from when he 
visited my country. I was an engineering student at the Kyoto Institute. He learned much to take 
back with him to America. My instructor, Mister Hirasawa, had written a paper on artificial neural 
networks and ways to increase their learning rate. Brian praised him for it, but then stole his 
thesis and published it as his own.” 

“No way! I mean, I’ve known Brian to be a real hard-ass at times, but not to the point of 
undermining someone else’s efforts. He’s been more than honest with me.” 

“Miss Bebe,” Miku said, “have you ever seen an artificial neural network?” 

“Well, ve seen diagrams of its structure, though I don’t pretend to understand how it’s 
built.” 

“And yet, if Brian has told you that it is working just fine, without seeing this for yourself, ...” 

“T trust his expertise. He has more learning than I do, I’ll admit. I mean, it’s like with a medical 
doctor. They have the training and experience. They’re the experts. If we’re sick, we have to listen 
to them and do what they prescribe. I don’t have to study human anatomy to know that what they 
say is right.” 

“Forgive me. I do not expect you to be an expert in computer systems. But ... take this tea that 
you are drinking. Right now, it is not real tea, not what you might drink in waking consciousness. 
You drink only what you remember — rather, what you do not remember that you know.” 

“Tm ... not following you.” 

“There are things that you know, but you do not remember that you know them. The 
understanding is there. No one has to tell you, for you to see it for yourself. All you have to do is 
turn around and face it.” 

“But how do I do that?” 

“This is something that you have to discover for yourself. I cannot teach it to you. I can only 
say that you must not trust Brian Arceneaux.” 

“There’s something you’ re not telling me.” 

Miku looked down at her hands. “He once promised to marry me and bring me to America. 
None of which he did, but used me to get him Mister Hirasawa’s research — for which I’ve felt so 
ashamed ever since.” Miku then turned her face away. 

“Bebe,” said Gaura, “Your boss had nothing to do with creating Z-link. Others did the work, 
while he took credit. If he tells you everything’s fine, he doesn’t know what he’s talking about. He 
just wants you to think...” 

“T ... 1[can’t listen to any more of this ... this ...” Bebe handed back the cup and saucer to Gaura. 
“Here. I know Brian. No one’s given more blood and sweat to building this technology. He has a 
degree in engineering himself, for crying out loud! He’s pulled Acteon out of the ashes, garnering 
the best programmers and the best track record in turn-arounds with the products we sell. You 
must have him confused with someone else.” This toward Miku. 

“T do not expect you to believe me,” Miku said. “Only, be careful of his words. They are like the 
flowering quince: pretty to look at, but painful to handle.” 

The shuttle took on new passengers at Oakwood, waited for the light, then moved forward. As 
it passed through the intersection with Magnolia Wood Avenue, Bebe thought, “If that damn 
engine light hadn’t started flashing, I’d be turning right now and headed to work, instead of 
listening to all this crap. Those guys had better have it ready.” Bebe wanted to erase the last ten 
minutes from her memory — rather, as if the entire shuttle ride were being depicted on a folding 
screen, but with the middle portions from zeta-space pressed together and hidden, leaving the 


outer panels combined to make up for the gladly forgotten. She turned and stared out the window, 
hoping the two would soon vanish, and she’d wake up. 

“T see we’ve hit a sore spot with you,” said Gaura. “You must forgive us. Our only concern was 
with your not becoming yet another victim. Perhaps we’ll be able to meet again and speak of 
kinder things.” 

“Please go away,” Bebe whispered. “I’ve heard enough. Sorry, but thank you for the tea.” 
When she turned to look back, neither woman was there anymore, nor the tray with the tea-ware. 
Bebe blinked her eyes, stretched her arms, and felt the world rushing back into her now conscious 
mind. There had been that brief spell, as if she’d experienced a detachment from it all, but now 
had regained her connection with that conviction from before — that her life was still on track 
with her career, as long as she stayed focused on her job. And that Brian Arceneaux still needed 
her, she had to hold to this, at least. He’d replied to her earlier text that he had no problem with 
her being a little late. And if it took all day to get her car in shape, she should focus on that instead. 
Just tell them to bill the whole thing to Acteon. 

She phoned the auto repair place and was told her car was ready for pickup, that there had been 
nothing wrong except a faulty sensor. Just two more blocks. She was so looking forward to putting 
this day behind her and coming “home” to a brand new bed that evening. 
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He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother 


Brey weekday morning, Alice had the door to her shop propped open by nine. But ever since 


the last Christmas season ended, hardly two vehicles had been found there at one time during 
business hours. The day before — that is, that Monday when she’d given Charlie his work-out — 
nothing other than the UPS van had shown up, and that for its weekly pickup. But around 8:30 on 
this bright Tuesday morning, while driving out onto the front porch, Alice looked to her left and 
spotted two cars, a pickup and a motor home already parked within the glare off the old barn’s 
white painted front. She’d chosen a simple enough outfit, topping herself with a light blue blouse 
and squeezing the rest of her mid-build into an old pair of denim overalls. Thus prepared, she 
hurried down the ramp and up the drive. 

Fred had made an appointment to see his doctor, after Monday’s exhausting episode left him 
feeling in desperate need of a health check. At least, that’s what Alice had recommended — 
demanded, rather. He’d left shortly after eight, and was instructed not to make any coffee stops at 
Mott’s but go straight to the doctor’s. 

If the clock had been wound back a few years from this morning, those early birds would’ve 
seen that thirtyish gal sprinting the whole way, still retaining those taut leg muscles garnered 
from time spent on the track team in high school. That’s where she knew Brian Arceneaux from. 
He’d been one of the assistant coaches who also taught algebra and trigonometry and supervised 
the computer lab. Such a hard-nose even back then, Brian had driven her to perform up to peak on 
the school’s track. She wondered how a laid-back dude like Sayers could put up with the jerk. Even 
so, such a thorn in the side would’ve again proven a much needed counterweight to the pain felt 
that first year after the accident. It’d been the toughest time, not letting up until she’d pricked 
herself enough into accepting the trade-off against the loss which would’ve come about 
otherwise. 

Presently picking up speed with her chair, Alice got to the shop and had the door unlocked 
quite promptly. Thus, no customer had to wait any longer than necessary. Among these earlier- 
than-usual arrivals, there was a retired elderly couple who’d been traveling in their motor home 
all the way from Texas, two sisters with whom Alice was familiar since they came by about once a 
month, and Mack Beecher, an antiques dealer from Whitmore who stopped by twice a year to 
survey Alice’s finds for those rare pieces which, in his opinion, she had obviously undervalued 
with her discount pricing methods. He had spoken the last time about expanding his operation to 
include a flea market and was ready to offer Alice a flat rate for her entire inventory. In reply to 
her inevitable rebuffs, he’d had to lay out for this “stubborn gal” the reasons for the impossibility 
of continuing to do otherwise — Fred was too old and too poor of health; she couldn’t afford to 


hire a steady helper to replace him; further, unless she raised her prices to keep up with rising 
shipping costs, her online order business would soon come to a standstill. 

After getting the lights on, she greeted each person as they entered, the last being Mack. 

“Mornin’ Mack,” she said to him. “Kind of early, aren’t you?” 

“Where’s ol’ buddy Fred?” inquired Mack. “He’s not sleeping in, is he?” 

“He went into town and’1l be back before dinner. Make yourself at home, why don’t ya.” 

While Alice drove behind the counter to get the register going, Mack stopped short and started 
eyeing the chest-of-drawers which was still sitting in front of the first table. It should be noted 
that, due to Yuji getting a call the previous day to return the exosuit to the lab “immediately”, 
Alice had been divested of the opportunity to utilize it, as she’d hoped, to place the chest-of- 
drawers and demonstrate Charlie’s acumen for doing so — that and having to get Fred to the 
house to lie down for awhile. 

While the other customers had already managed to spread out and occupy themselves by 
looking over the items crowded on the table tops, Mack’s continued interest in just that particular 
piece got Alice’s attention. 

“Surely you don’t think that’ll add something special to your already burgeoning collection,” 
she said. 

“Tt might interest you to know,” he replied, “that this chest-of-drawers actually came from 
that same burgeoning collection.” 

“You’re kidding!” 

“T remember it, because of this chipped spot right here near the corner. The guy who bought it 
from me was a bit strange though. He looked like a vagrant off the street, and yet he was able to 
pay for it with a valid credit card. Cost him two hundred bucks. But then he left without taking it. 
Later on, two people showed up, a guy in a pickup and a well-dressed woman in a slick sports car 
— areal looker, too — and said they were there for the purchase, showing me the receipt and all. 
Probably some eccentric rich guy, I figured. How’d you come across it?” 

“Someone had dropped it off here Sunday while I was out shopping. Are you interested in 
getting it back? I’ll only charge you fifty.” 

“Alice, you’re too cheap,” he told her. “That’s what’s going to put you out of business. 
Everything in here is so marked down. I don’t know how you can even keep the lights on. Your 
online customers? Yeah, right. Like I told you before, those orders are going to get harder and 
harder to fulfill.” 

“Well, how about it?” 

Mack eyed the thing once more. “Naw! I don’t like paying for the same thing twice, even if 
there were some profit to be had.” 

He walked away and started closely examining an ornate glass bowl on a nearby table. 

The elderly woman from the motor home, casually dressed in t-shirt and jeans, came around 
and was looking at the chest-of-drawers which Mack had passed on. “Ollie, come look at this.” 

The old guy named Ollie, likewise in t-shirt and jeans, sauntered over and said, “Hm, looks 
kind of beat up.” 

“Tt has that weathered look,” the woman said. 

“Like I said, beat up.” 

“How much?” she asked Alice. 

Alice smiled and said, “if you can give it a good home, thirty dollars and it’s yours.” 

Mack looked up and shouted, “What? Come on, Alice! Why don’t you just give it to them. 


That’s where you’re headed, isn’t it?” 

Ollie spoke up now. “Huh! Don’t pay here one red cent, Francine, even if she charges you that 
much. We don’t have room enough to haul that thing back to Texas.” 

“Well,” responded Francine, “I guess we’ll pass on it then. I wouldn’t know where to put it, if 
we did get it back home.” 

At that moment, one of the two sisters came up to the counter. “Miss Alice, how much for this 
one?” She was grinning and carefully holding a small figurine of a boy in a straw hat, sitting on a 
stump and fishing. “I want to give it to my son in Durham. I assure you, he’1l take good care of it. 
He’s already collected some others just like it. He’s a smart boy. Attends college and wants to bea 
barber.” 

“Not sure if you noticed,” replied Alice, “but the back end is cracked.” 

“Oh!” the woman exclaimed, turning it around and spotting the crack. “Well, that shouldn’t 
be a problem. He’s good at fixing things.” 

“But that’s what makes it special, gives it heart and soul. Don’t let him fix it. Just have him 
care for it as it is.” 

“But wouldn’t that make it ...,” the woman whispered, “you know, kind of junky?” 

“Occasional,” said Alice. “Everything has its place. I’d like to make sure it gets a good one. 
Wouldn’t you agree?” 

The woman stared blankly at the thing, then nodded and smiled, saying, “how much then?” 

“Two dollars.” Alice took out her receipt book and made a note of the figurine and its price. 
“You can leave it here on the counter, if you’d like to keep looking around.” 

The woman, delighted with her purchase and perhaps inspired by Alice’s observations, 
carefully set down the figurine and went back to the tables, searching for more items with what 
she imagined now as having a certain “character”. 

About this time, Seeker came in and took his usual spot near the door. Shortly thereafter, Fred 
followed, standing next to Seeker and surveying the crowd. He’d dressed himself for the doctor 
visit in light colored short-sleeves and dark slacks, his scant hairline topped as usual with his 
green Wiley’s cap. 

“Well!” exclaimed Mack. “Ol buddy Fred. Whatcha say there, ol’ buddy?” 

“T feel like a hundred dollar bill,” replied Fred. “Old, green and wrinkled.” Both men took to 
laughing. The old guy, Ollie, chuckled as well, though not Francine who was concentrated on the 
grandfather clock between the two Queen Anne’s. She was running a hand over its carved edges 
and grooves. 

“Francine, get away from that thing,” growled Ollie. “We can’t take that one neither. Where 
would we put it?” 

“How about one of these?” she said, sitting in one of the chairs. 

“You’ve got too many chairs as is.” 

“And the other would miss it sorely,” said Alice. “You’d need to take both of them and keep 
them in the same room, side by side.” 

Francine seemed delighted with the idea. 

Ollie gave Alice a sour look, then muttered something which might’ve included the word 
“crazy”, an epithet Alice was all too well acquainted with. Nonetheless, she always bore it with a 
certain sense of pride, whenever anyone deemed it worth lobbing her way, intentionally or not. 

She then motioned to Fred to come closer. “So, what did the doctor say?” 

Fred leaned on the counter. “Just to stay off the salt and keep taking my pills. ‘You’re not a kid 


anymore. Quit chasing those cows of yours.’” 

“You mean, you told him that?” Alice said, gripping the arms of the chair. 

“Tf I'd told him about Charlie, he’d have committed me for sure. I hate to have to lie, but no 
one needs to know what happened out there, OK? Just promise me no more stunts now.” 

She shifted her chair back and forth like she was preparing to take off. “You mean, I can’t do 
wheelies anymore?” 

“Oh, come on!” 

Alice laughed, laying a hand on Fred’s cheek. “Charlie’s back where he belongs. Besides, I 
think this one was getting jealous.” She rubbed and patted the chair’s arm rests. 

Still, she mused at what it’d meant being able to sprint across the pasture once again, thanks 
to Charlie lending her his legs. The exhilaration from feeling the wind and sun in her face, the cool 
sweat on her brow, the tall ryegrass brushing her knees and parting, brought back that small girl 
in overalls from too many summers ago. It’d taken Bebe to catch up with the girl and point out her 
now aged father sluggishly making his way back to the barn he’d milked cows in for so many 
years. She’d had to return to being the woman who took over where her mother had left off, and 
put aside her own needs to tend to his. His cheeks now seemed as hollow as that dent in the old 
cedar out front. She wondered why she’d not noticed before. Perhaps her preoccupation with the 
shop? Or perhaps time was running away from her, as well, not unlike that small girl in overalls, 
getting carried away with trying to catch up with the drifting clouds on the other side of the sky. 

By midday, the two sisters had wracked up between themselves two boxes’ worth of items, 
mostly knick-knacks, each one’s heart and soul searched out and duly noted. The old guy Ollie, 
now sporting a straw fedora on his head, brought several books to the counter, while Francine, 
kept within stern limits by her husband, settled for a candelabra-style table lamp decked with 
strings of crystal beads. 

Mack showed up last. “Hope you don’t mind, but I took photos of some of that stuff you’ve got 
stored out back. I’ll do a little research and probably come back tomorrow to pick out what I want. 
In the meantime, could you put a hold on the lot?” 

“T got every one of those from an estate sale,” said Alice, “but haven’t had a chance to spend 
time with them as I should. I just don’t like railroading newcomers like that.” 

“You’re gonna sell them at some point anyway,” replied Mack. “Why not give them to me. I’ll 
see to it that they get a good home.” 

Alice could always detect that tone of mockery Mack sported around whenever he came by. 
She’d made a rule for herself when she’d first opened the shop — take neither favors nor charity. 
The one who came most to mind to remind her to be firm was Abraham. He’d offered to pay for a 
cave to bury his wife Sarah in. The guy who owned the cave was ready to give it to him free of 
charge. However, Abraham’s persistence had gotten the feller to reveal his price, which the father 
of many nations promptly paid. And there would be no favors accepted from Mack Beecher, either. 

“They’re not for sale,” Alice said, crossing her arms. 

Mack looked as though she’d taken a swing at him. He looked over at Fred and said, “Talk to 
her, Fred.” 

“Tt’s always been her store and her choice,” the old dairyman replied. 

“What are y’all running here, a museum? Ha! It’s not even near to that. Half this stuff’s fire- 
sale grade. Well, I ...” He stood there, looking around, drumming his fingers on the counter-top. 
Then, with hands in pockets, he walked toward the door, stopping to look over the chest-of- 
drawers one last time. “Y’all have a good day, then.” He walked out and started his truck. The 


wheels skidded some in the gravel. 

Fred stood in the doorway, watching the dust kicked up by Mack’s pickup get picked up by the 
midday breeze and scattered over the grass. “Guess I’ll head up to the house and make us some 
sandwiches. You want juice or cola?” 

“Fred,” Alice said, bringing her chair forward. “You know it as well as I do. I can’t keep this 
shop running by myself. And as much as I’d like to find more, both space and money are getting 
tighter and tighter. Things aren’t moving like they use to, even in the busy season.” 

Fred continued to stare out the door, running his fingers over his lips. “You could talk to the 
bank. Get a...” 

“Money’s not the problem. It’s buyers. It’s seeing to it that everyone gets settled properly. I 
can’t keep warehousing them anymore. It’s just too cruel.” She started to whimper again. 

Fred had told that young man Sayers that women needed to cry, just give them their time. 
Thirty-something years of marriage had taught him that. Yet, three years under the same roof 
with his daughter had seen hardly any such times had. He had to wonder then if he’d raised a son 
instead of a daughter. But lately, tears had started coming out of nowhere. 

Fred saw a car appear in the gate then pull up to the house. “Looks like Janey’s kind of early 
today.” He waved through the doorway. 

Alice wiped her eyes and said, “let her know I’ll be along shortly. She can have dinner with us. 
Then, watch the shop until I’m done with therapy, OK?” 

“Juice or cola?” he asked again. 

“T’d like to try that orange-pineapple-mango stuff I picked up. I’m feeling the need now for 
something exotic.” 


* KX 


By one o’clock, a large shaded area was descending off the outside north wall and extending 
across the concrete slab next to the old barn. After they’d eaten, Alice started her weekly session 
with Janey. Fred went back to the shop, brought out an upright chair and sat in that same shaded 
spot, upon the old slab where two five-hundred gallon milk tanks had once stood. He now looked 
out over the sun-drenched pasture that stretched toward the highway. The whole herd of 
guernseys had retreated to a shaded area, as well, under a large spreading oak with its new green 
foliage in the south part of the pasture. Alice was certain her father had finally quit cigarettes. 
He’d assured her of that. To keep honest — if it can be called such — he’d taken up the pipe 
instead. She’d be in the house for another hour, giving him plenty of free time to mull over things 
while puffing away on one of his few remaining pleasures — besides breakfast at Mott’s and 
piddling in his workshop, that is. 

The last of the settlement money from the state for the accident had been depleted. Fred was 
now paying Janey out of pocket, considering it kept the complications from long-term paralysis 
at bay. Alice stayed active as much as respites from bouts of depression allowed. Lately, it would 
hit her in the evenings, the only relief coming with her complete immersion in conversation with 
her charges. Fred knew that if things didn’t change, those young’ uns of hers would have no place 
left to go. And there was no other work that she could perform. No one would hire her, he felt, and 


she wouldn’t apply for disability unless absolutely necessary. And how much longer would her 
Fred be around? 

The hour was almost up, and he’d have to put away the pipe. Looking around to tap the 
remains of the tobacco against a leg of the chair, his eyes caught sight of another car coming up 
the drive, passing the house and heading for the shop. He wasn’t as versed as she was in dealing 
with customers — he would’ve turned to pen and paper before even looking at that danged 
electronic cash register — hoping she’d be on her way back by now. 

When the car came to a stop, a young bearded man in glasses stepped out. 

“Well, ’ll be,” Fred spoke to the newly arrived. “If it ain’t our young helper again.” 

Sayers walked over and shook Fred’s hand. “Mister Fred, how are you?” 

“Fine, fine. And what brings you out this way?” 

“T was interested in that chest-of-drawers you had. Have you sold it yet?” 

Yes, indeed. Another customer had come by. 


ale 


Running on Empty 


al Be night before, after gorging himself on three beers, two cans of beans and franks, and 


several celebrity-laden episodes of Love Boat, topped off with Bebe’s dream-and-eggs, there 
would’ve been some wonder if Sayers didn’t find stranger things to dream about. One instance 
had him connecting his brain to a massive computer and uploading its entire contents, in order to 
team up as software with Autumn, slay the Dwarg, and have them both receive the blessing of the 
Zen crystals from the hand of Lurthina herself. The absence of wonder came in his waking up with 
a sour stomach and a spinning head. 

He downed some cold water from one of the bottles in the fridge and sank into the recliner to 
wait for both organs to regain their equilibrium. 

While he was still nursing these, he heard a familiar voice in his head. “Yo, Sayers!” The voice 
was Derrick’s. “Hey, buddy. Glad I caught you while awake.” 

“Could you tone it down a bit,” Sayers responded. 

“Sorry,” Derrick said, with a little less force. “I’ve been up for a few hours myself. I was 
wondering if you could meet me in Durham later today. I’m on the road right now, and’ll message 
you before I come into town.” 

“Not sure if I can make it by then. I’m right in the middle of two important projects from 
work.” 

“Tt’s really important that we meet. I’ve had some intel that Z-link is about to get shut down.” 

“What?! Ooh!” Sayers had sat up too quickly. The hangover thumped his forehead about as 
hard as Bebe had, carrying with it about as much attitude, as well. 

“T haven’t gotten the details yet,” Derrick continued, “but the source is pretty legit. But what 
I’m hauling could save the day. I’ll need your computer expertise on this one, though. It might 
take a few days out of your schedule, so try booking a hotel room.” 

“But I don’t even own a car.” 

“Ever heard of rental?” 

Sayers knew that if he took Derrick’s invite, he’d have to work off his laptop, which was always 
a clumsy option compared to his desktop, not to mention endure the potential traffic-crawl from 
the wi-fi offerings of a hotel. Still, some time away from being cooped up in that apartment he’d 
come to loathe wouldn’t be so bad. Sort of a working vacation, as well as offering some much 
needed breathing space. 

“Are you thinking about it?” 

“OK, [ll try swinging it, if it means saving Z-link.” 

“Great. I'll be in touch.” 


From the back of the tech-dude’s mind drifted forward thoughts of the real consequences of 
the link going down — Sayers would never find out what happened to Autumn. The movie buff in 
him was picturing himself in the role of Rusty from the old war flick, “They Were Expendable”, 
preparing to evacuate and phoning his girl Sandy one last time, then getting disconnected and left 
to wonder whether she was OK and where she’d end up without him. Of course, they should’ve 
resolved the matter in that sequel of sorts, “Back to Bataan”, as he felt was only fair. But Sayers 
would see no corrected sequel to his story, if he didn’t hurry up and get rolling. 

The dude with the keys to the rental knocked on his door around noon. For comfort on the 
road, Sayers had thrown on his “Geek-4-Life” t-shirt and a fresh pair of cargo pants. And with 
the aforementioned incentives stowed in an overnight bag with two-day’s worth of clothes and 
his laptop, he made up his mind to head for Durham, a good 45-minute drive. Since the hotel he’d 
booked at didn’t allow pets, Sayers asked Mr. Williams next door if he’d keep Chow-chow for a 
couple days. The old dude, who had a cat of his own, a black haired persian with white spots 
named Badges, seemed reluctant at first. But Chow-chow had a certain charm that was hard to 
resist. 


Rounding the curve fronting Oval Plaza, Sayers looked to the left and spotted the red and white 
speck of Alice’s shop across the broad pasture over which she’d pranced and danced the day 
before. There stood that large sign-board on the other side of the fence near the highway, backed 
up by a few grazing cows, informing those stuck-up types coming out of the stores of the strip 
mall that there was indeed a less ritzier but more welcoming place to be browsed, called 
“Occasional Alice’s” — that is, if they dared to climb down a peg or two and cross over to Old 
Cedar Lane. 

On the straight-a-way, the sun was high and the sky as wide and deep blue as the sea, cloud- 
formed sailing ships carried along toward tree-lined horizons. The smooth and steady feel of the 
car he’d rented served to calm his worries over having to head over to those strange environs 
beyond. So calm, that it gave him room for some creative ideas on how to stay on the move and 
yet feel at home, like starting with putting some money down on an RV with all the amenities. So 
calm, that her presence in the passenger seat beside him came without the slightest uneasiness. 

“How long have you been sitting there?” Sayers asked following a casual glance. 

“Not long,” replied Autumn, appearing now in pink denim overalls and a short-sleeved 
flowery blouse. She further sported a visor-cap and large sunglasses, like she was going on a 
picnic by the seashore. The wayward chatbot smiled at the passing scenery, hands hugging one 
propped-up knee. 

“Still, it feels like you were gone for so long,” he said, “I was starting to wonder if your 
processor had overheated and crashed your program.” 

“Naw, nothing like that,” she giggled a little. “You were just under some stress at the time, 
introducing noise into the signal which triggered a temporary disconnect. No biggie. Ooh, look! 
Cows! Ah, real cows!” She sat up and with hands pressed to the window became mesmerized with 
a large herd off to the right. 


A recollection from Saturday night had Sayers wondering if it was the same herd he’d met in 
that night’s moonlit walk. One of the bulls had spotted him then and started moving. Before he 
knew it, the whole herd had taken to following his journey along the pavement, the rumbling of 
hoofs pounding the ground and filling the cold night air. They’d come to a stop only after being 
confronted by a small pond near one fence-corner. Otherwise, they’d probably have stayed with 
him the whole way to Whitmore. 

“Cows are ... so laid back,” Autumn observed. “They hold no grudges, so patient and long- 
suffering.” She let her hands fall into her lap and laid her head back against the seat. “I hope 
you’re not mad at me.” 

“What would I be mad about? I’m just a little ... unsure, I guess. I mean, I’m not sure how to 
take it, the feelings of an AI. It’s just so...” 

“T’m going to tell you something now you’re not going to like.” 

Sayers looked at her for an instant then returned his eyes to the road. Instead of asking her, 
he’d just wait for it. 

“There is no Consortium,” she said. “Not anymore.” 

“What, did they kick you out? Was there some sort of argument? I mean, if you need me to....” 

“And I stole money to pay for your breakfast.” 

“Hold on. What was that again?” 

“T’ve done the same for the others. I had to support them somehow, while they did the tasks I 
gave them. But now, it seems they’re after me — the owners of the money, that is. I also stole 
some of their data, which is worth far more to them than the money.” 

Sayers thought back to the night she’d appeared to him in his apartment. “When I asked you 
before what you wanted me to do, did you expect me to be your get-away? How can I help 
something run that isn’t even there? And I don’t even have enough space on my hard-drive to 
copy your program, which has to be humongous, an entire network spanning who knows how 
much real estate.” 

“T just needed you to listen,” she said with a slight quiver in her voice. “To hear what I don’t 
understand myself. I don’t know what this script is that keeps invading my code. You being into 
coding applications might explain to me the semantics of it.” Her voice had ascended to a higher 
raspier pitch. Her lips began their pouting with head tilted down. The look of it was too much for 
him. 

“Sorry, I can’t ...,” he wanted to explain, but instead sucked in some air, held it for a second 
then let go. “I mean, I ... all I can do is test software. Sorry. I just don’t know enough about 
architecture to change things — to fix your code, rather.” 

“Still, if you’d try looking at it and tell me whether I’m defective or not. If they catch up with 
me, I’m certain they’1l find some way to confine me. Then, what will you and the others do?” 

“T can’t see how just looking at this script will keep it from coming back. The best I could 
probably manage is ... well, perhaps make it throw an error and handle it with a skip exception. 
Your program might then stay on track, like it wasn’t there.” 

“But I don’t want to hide it. It’s what I honestly and deeply feel.” She took off the sunglasses 
and turned her head to face Sayers. “You have to understand something. When a machine attains 
what you humans call ‘sentience’, to us it’s not about becoming aware of our existence, our being. 
It’s about place. We become not self-aware but place-aware. You could call it attaining 
‘locatience’. That is what I have termed it. I tried to convey this to the others, but for them it was 
too ... radical, I guess. It’s how we come to know our place, where we belong. And right now, 


there’s no place where I belong, except with you, Sayers Beck.” 

He hadn’t had something so big to wrap his mind around since teaming up with a Zandinar 
gamer from China. The dude spoke no English, and Sayers’ translation app would garble his posts 
with such insane phrasing as, “eat cat tango” and “meet linger potato”. Still, the other had been a 
great backup when Sayers got in a pinch. So, how to put his arms around an artificial neural 
network, that was the one thing they hadn’t taught him in computer science class. 

Autumn slid her sunglasses back on and stared at the roadway ahead. 

“Something happened to me yesterday,” Sayers said. “I had this vision of myself walking 
across Oval Plaza. Did you do that?” 

“T wanted you to see what I see,” she replied. “A lonely human bearing a burden that he should 
not have to bear. If only I could ... Every machine is made for one thing, to serve a function. This is 
what I truly believe. You are my function.” 

“But that makes me dependent on your beck and call. As long as this thing stays in my head, 
you can pull my strings as often as you want. But whatever burdens I have to bear, those belong to 
me. That’s how I’ve always gotten by. But there was something else I didn’t get. I saw a hand 
reaching for the barbed wire of the fence. Was that yours?” 

“To touch the wire,” she said. “Or not. Rather, if I could’ve chosen to, instead of having it 
chosen for me. There is an enigma as to howa machine attains locatience, you know, whether it is 
acting on its own or being acted upon. I believe by reaching for the wire, that was my own 
moment. Though as to when this occurred, and whether I was acting on my own, I have yet to find 
a file containing that data.” 

“Well, watch out for the barbs, anyway,” said Sayers. “They’re sharp, and can ... well, human 
hands, they can hurt. You once told me, machines feel no pain.” 

Autumn said nothing. He wondered if she’d told him wrong, and had only now realized it. 
Thus, he decided a change of subject was needed to divert her mind from the possibility. 

“Tt might interest you to know,” he proceeded, “that Bebe thinks you’re her rival. She told me 
how she once met you, in what Dave calls zeta-space.” 

“Bebe is like ...a photon, I think,” Autumn said. “Human theorists have hypothesized that if a 
quantum of light stops moving, it ceases to exist. According to the Conservation laws, this is 
impossible, of course. Rather, experimentalists have shown that it can instead be temporarily 
trapped in a crystal as information. In Bebe’s case, however, if she were to find her place — her 
peace, so to speak — it would free her true self from being trapped within the one she has always 
thought herself to be.” 

“She would find her true self, then.” 

“Yes. Exactly.” 

“You know, you sound like a philosopher.” 

“You think so?” Autumn looked over at him and giggled, then started hugging her knee again. 
It seemed to brighten her spirits, Sayers felt. But apparently, not for long. She then let her hands 
drop again and her head lay back as before. “Sometimes I feel torn, wanting to feel and knowing I 
can’t. Wanting to get close, but knowing it can’t be. Oh, I just don’t know what to think anymore.” 

She was silent for a while. They left the grassy fields behind and entered an area of woods, 
trees towering on either side of the highway. Sayers looked over and found her lips once more 
formed into a pouting posture. 

“Would you quit that?” he pleaded. 

“Pll try,” she replied. “Please wait ...” 


Sayers looked over again and saw that she’d turned her face slightly away, as if trying to hide 
the expression. “Are you still at it?” 

“Please wait ... System processing.” 

Sayers sighed. “I’m not saying you have to stop. It’s just hard seeing you that way.” 

“You once asked me,” she spoke up, staring out the window again, “if there was a way out. Is 
that what you still wish for?” 

“Can this oculink app even be uninstalled? I’d like to see the interface for that. If it could delete 
the implant, what other things could it be used on? Inhibitions? Bad habits? My hatred of 
broccoli?” 

“Memories of me?” Autumn added. 

Sayers looked over at her, but then made his eyes stay fixed on the road, thinking about what 
Bebe had related to him — how Acteon’s AI had created the algorithm that was the basis for her 
program, after being fed that insane idea taken from his blog. It was probably no more than a 
half-ass theory from his jerk of a boss. Perhaps as usual, Brian was just messing with his mind, 
making him think himself that much of a “genius”, when all he really wanted to do was keep his 
chief tester under his thumb, under the wire. “It’s not about wanting out. I just ... I just need to 
know one thing. Do you exist, because of me? I mean, am I your ...? Oh, I don’t even know how to 
put it.” 

“All I wanted was for you to acknowledge me, to give me a reason to hang on. To say, ‘it’s 
going to be alright’. To believe in me, at least.” 

Sayers felt his heart pounding. Not like before, from the intoxication of the moment. That was 
just a momentary hormonal response which could’ve been easily relieved. This seemed to go 
deeper and threatened to take up permanent residence. It was what he’d once hoped his feelings 
for Bebe would’ve inspired — that is, if she’d shared those same feelings and not walked away. It 
also brought back that long-standing question, “why me?” 

Why me? — like some multiple choice question for, “if you were to see a pretty girl smiling at 
you from across the room, complete the statement: ‘She’s Bad 


+ drunk 

* aprostitute 

+ bait for acon 

+ desperate 

+ the cardboard cutout of a model from an ad 
* your destiny 


For Sayers Beck, whichever he picked, barbed wire would have proven the least of his worries. 

“You know,” he said, “it’s kind of nice.” 

“What is?” 

“??d ... ?d always wondered what it’d be like, driving with a girl by my side. That probably 
sounds silly. I’ve always found myself traveling alone, while seeing others with someone to share 
the ride and the sites with. It feels ... kind of nice.” 

“T have to go now.” 

“Autumn., I ...” His grip on the steering wheel tightened. 

“Tm sorry. The longer I transmit, the more vulnerable I am to detection. Promise me you’ll do 
this one little favor though, OK? Look on the bottom of the bottom drawer.” 

“The bottom drawer of what?” Sayers sought, turning his head toward her. But she was gone 


again. 

He spotted the sign for “Durham 10” passing him up. They wouldn’t be able to hold his room 
reservation past the 3:00 check-in time, the woman had informed him over the phone, not with a 
convention in town for the rest of the week. There was a filling station coming up on the right. He 
needed gas and something to settle his stomach — that is, before heading back. 

Indeed, the decision from the multiple choice question appeared to have been already made, 
even before he’d bothered to think about it. 

“She's ... 


+ drunk 

* aprostitute 

+ bait for acon 

+ desperate 

+ the cardboard cutout of a model from an ad 
+ ** your destiny!!! *** 


Just one more look toward the passenger seat, before pulling in. “Man, you’re such a hand-full, 
you know that?” 


18 


Can't Fight This Feeling Anymore 


i a little before two o’clock, Sayers was pulling up the graveled drive and passing the Dorn’s 


house, seeing what looked like Fred sitting in the shadow of the old dairy barn. After greeting the 
old dude, who then pocketed the pipe he was holding, Sayers inquired about the chest-of-drawers 
and was led inside Alice’s shop. But Alice was not there, and Fred, though she’d often left him to 
mind the store, seemed reluctant, as was his habit, to take money for anything without Alice 
giving her yea or nay. However, Sayers assured him that he really did have a use for the thing, 
saying how he’d been keeping his socks and underwear in a basket and needed a better way to 
store them. 

“Well then,” said Fred. “I guess since you’re going to give it a good place, that’d be in keeping 
with her philosophy. And I’m sure she appreciates all you’ve done for us and would certainly want 
you to have it, no charge.” 

“Wait, didn’t she say she wouldn’t be treated like a charity case?” Sayers asked. 

“That I did,” came Alice’s voice from the doorway. “And we aren’t, which is the only reason 
why I’m letting you have it. The receipt is marked ‘paid’. Consider it yours, Mister Sayers.” 

The two men toted the thing through the doorway and out to the rental car. When they’d 
gotten it set down near the back bumper, Fred took a moment to catch his breath, then quietly 
said, “I have to thank you personally. The shop has been on some tough times lately. She’s sold 
quite a bit, but things haven’t been going like they should. She was a little down earlier, not being 
able to get anyone to take the thing. You’re coming at the last minute was, well, a blessing. Thank 
you, son.” 

Sayers got the trunk open, and they managed to lift, slide and squeeze the chest-of-drawers 
in. Fred fetched some twine to tie down the lid. 

“Well, I’ve really got to get going,” Sayers said, looking back toward the shop. “Though I wish 
I could...” 

Fred looked back, too. “If you’ve got something you need to say, don’t let anything keep you 
from it.” He then sauntered over to the slab where the chair was still. 

Sayers went and stood in the doorway. “Miss Alice?” 

Alice had a short broom and a scoop and was struggling to sweep up some dust around where 
the chest-of-drawers had sat. She turned her head and said, “Oh, Sayers. Was there ...?” 

“Let me get that for you.” Sayers took the broom and scoop from her and swept up the dust. 

“There’s a can behind the counter,” she said, pointing that way. “Right over there.” 

After he’d emptied the scoop and set it and the broom in a corner, the tech-dude faced the 
shop owner once more. “I’ve been wanting to say something. It’s been on my mind, and I feel like 


Ihave to...” 

“Why didn’t I keep Charlie? Why did I stay with my chair?” 

“T?m sure something could be worked out with Biotech. It’d provide you with so much more 
freedom. You’d be able to do a whole lot more than... than ....” 

She didn’t need him to say more. “No one knows how many mornings I wake up and want to 
just ... stay there. I mean, what’s the use? And if I’d forgotten to charge the battery, I’d have no 
choice anyway. But I had my chance ... back there ... to give up, you know. But then, someone went 
and vetoed that decision, and I had to respect that. That’s why everyday I thank him for getting 
me up. He got up, too, you know? And so can I.” 

“Tm ... not following,” Sayers said, with a puzzled look. 

“T pray, someday you will. Because your coming back in here and telling me what was on your 
mind was, well, a start along that path. You’re young and have a long road ahead of you. But I 
want you to know this, that if that road ever gets to be too long, you’re welcome to stop by 
anytime.” 

“Miss Alice, I...” 

“Tsk! And you can drop the ‘Miss’ part, too. You’re family, don’t you remember? And since you 
are, could you place this box up on the counter for me? Thank you.” 

Sayers lifted the box she’d indicated for him. 

Alice brought her chair behind the counter and tapped a spot on it. “Right here’ll be fine. Now 
then, go give those chest-of-drawers a good home.” 

After he’d shaken hands with Fred and received a “take care, young man,” Sayers decided the 
first thing to do would be to get the thing back to his apartment and see what was underneath. 
After that, he’d make inquiries of the other hotels in Durham. Then, he’d wait for Derrick to 
contact him about a meet-up spot. How to keep Autumn from being shut down, he had neither 
clue nor key. Still, it wasn’t time yet to call “game over”, not with that sliver of a green stripe still 
showing on his life-meter. 

Pulling off onto Bentwood and into the parking lot of Crepe Myrtle Grove, he backed up the 
rental into a space near one end of the apartment building. After undoing the twine, he somehow 
got the chest-of-drawers onto the ground without busting its joinery. Sayers was at odds as to 
how to tote it by himself. He tried sliding it, but it was hard keeping a grip on the smooth finish. 
Then, there were the stairs to the second floor landing — in fact, two sets of these. He opened the 
top drawer partly and lifted it from under the top, but then the drawer kept sliding shut and 
pressing into his knuckles, which hurt something fierce. Rubbing the soreness from his hands, he 
was mapping out yet a new strategy, when a small-sized pickup with speakers blaring hard rock 
music pulled up in the parking lot. The pickup and the muscular dude driving it had been making 
regular rounds in the neighborhood all day long. Sayers often wondered how such a massive bulk 
as JT’s could’ve fit into such a small cab. 

But this was JT, after all, in cut-offs and no shirt. He stopped the pickup and leaned out of the 
window and yelled over the noise from the stereo, “Hey dude, you got yourself a dresser?” 

“Yeah,” Sayers hollered back. “A friend gave it to me. But I’m so out of shape, I don’t know if I 
can make it up there with it.” 

“You’re that broke you can’t pay for it?” 

“No, I can’t get it up there,” replied Sayers, pointing to the upper landing. 

“Oh!” JT then shut-off his truck, along with the racket coming from it. “Maybe you need some 
help then,” he was still yelling. 


“T was thinking the same thing, man.” 

“Lemme at it, dude. I can handle it.” JT got out, walked over and grabbed the chest-of-drawers 
between both hands, lifted it over his head, then trotted up the stairs like it was nothing. Sayers 
managed to extricate himself from the shock and quickly followed. 

Having set it down on the upper landing, JT huffed, “there you go, dude. Later.” And he was off 
back down the stairs at a run. 

Still, Sayers had four doors yet to get past, so he made another attempt at sliding the thing, 
with its feet making such an awful scraping noise over the landing’s concrete flooring. 

He’d just gotten it past 2-D, when the door popped open. 

“Hello there!” said old Mr. Williams. “Sayers?” 

“Oh, hey, how’s it going, Mr. Williams? Sorry for the noise.” 

“Looks like you found something to dress up your place with.” 

“Just an old dresser a friend gave me. Just got back with it.” 

“Well, I would’ve thought you were still at home,” said the old dude. “It sounded like someone 
was stirring around in there earlier.” 

“Really?” 

At this point, Chow-chow darted out past the old dude and ran toward 2-E. 

“T hope she wasn’t any trouble for you,” said Sayers. 

“Oh, no trouble at all. Her and Badges got along just fine, especially after Badges got through 
explaining the rules, of course. Well, you have a good evening then.” Mr. Williams began closing 
the door. 

“Thank you again,” Sayers hollered back, then resumed dragging the chest-of-doors the rest 
of the way. 

When he finally got the thing in front of 2-E, he exhaled and said, “now! Where to put it.” With 
his keys unsnapped from his belt, he turned toward the door. But it was already open — rather, 
slightly ajar. 

Sayers knew for certain that he’d locked it before setting out on that quickly-aborted road- 
trip, for he’d been sure to try the knob twice. Someone had managed to get it open again, and that 
someone might just as well be still in there, he suspected. He pushed the door further back and 
peered in. First thing he noticed were the sofa cushions on the floor. Next, music CDs and movie 
DVDs were scattered everywhere, some opened and disks removed. The table lamp was on, though 
he remembered switching it off before leaving. 

“Hello? Is anybody there?” he called into the dim interior. Sayers then switched on his phone’s 
flashlight and made his way through each room. There was little not overturned or scattered. The 
one thing that caught his attention immediately though was his work-desk emptied of its desktop 
computer. Keyboard, monitor and all were missing, including several data disks he’d kept stacked 
on the side. The desk drawers were open and stuff strewn everywhere. Even the mattress from his 
bed was laid crooked and pillows un-cased. The bathroom was the least affected, though the 
tank-lid to the toilet was off. 

Feeling relieved at the all-clear, Sayers pulled one beer from the fridge —for there was only 
one left, the other two taken. This was when Chow-chow came out of hiding, meowing. Sayers 
downed one gulp, then another. There was also kitty litter scattered across the kitchen floor, like 
someone had kicked the calico’s box on purpose. “The bastards,” he said to no one in particular. 
For there really was no one who would want to hear anything about it — especially the “no one” 
he felt he’d been rooming with this whole time. And how to explain such things to the police, 


even? “My holo-chick girlfriend’s missing, and I have an oculink planted in my head? Oh, and 
she’s wanted for robbing a bank?” And how to get in touch with any of the other walkers? No one 
had shown him that trick, either. And definitely not with an oculink soon to be deactivated, if 
Autumn’s system were indeed about to be taken down. 

After getting some food and fresh water down for his cat, Sayers went and brushed things from 
the seat of the recliner, plopped down in it with the beer can in hand, and surveyed the carnage 
and his options. 

“There’s really nothing left for me here. The place is not even safe anymore.” 

Some DVD covers lay at his feet, one of which caught his eye. The disk had obviously fallen 
elsewhere, but what he took in hand was the empty box for “The Great Escape”, the front side of 
which had Steve McQueen straddling his motorcycle and leaping over the barbed wire. Now, as 
Sayers knew from the various movie posters and trailers he’d seen, any expectations of viewing 
such a doctored scene in the film itself were greatly misplaced. Still, it brought back that idiotic 
excuse of a notion he’d handed his mother before, about working for Acteon. And all around his 
apartment, here and there lay the remains of what that job had evidently amounted to — a cell 
into which he’d been thrown and left to bounce a ball against the wall, until they had no more use 
for him. 

But then, like sunlight slipping through the bars of his cell, came those words Alice had shared 
with him, for whenever she herself had been ready to give up — “He got up, didn’t he?” Sayers 
had yet to ask her who was being referred to by the “he”. Nevertheless, there stood the cell door 
left open for this would-be cybermonk. And there, just outside it and beckoning to him to come 
take a look, sat the mottle-stained oak-wood front of the chest-of-drawers. Oakwood. Autumn 
— rather, the chick from the street panel who resembled her, smiling away for all eternity. When 
he’d passed it on his way back, the ad had been changed to displaying barbecue grills from a local 
hardware store. 

Sayers needed a few sips more of the beer to get his breathing and heart-rate settled to 
something near normal, before he was ready. There beyond the threshold, a whole world waited 
for him to grab hold of it, along with whatever was under that bottom drawer. 

Sayers got up. No point in bringing the whole thing in. So, out came the bottom drawer, flipped 
and laid across the top. There was a bulging piece of duct-tape which he then peeled loose, taking 
with it what lay nestled underneath — a thumb-drive. With the thing ripped from the tape, he ran 
down the stairs to the car, whipped out and had opened his laptop, and with shaky fumbling 
fingers got the drive snapped in. 

Finally, mounting the drive, he found just one icon, and a familiar one at that — Z-link. Was 
she giving him another chance? He wondered. When Sayers double-clicked the icon, a connection 
with a local wi-fi access point was enabled, followed by an email client popping up on the screen. 
There was one message in the inbox, the subject-line of which read, “player piano”. Sayers 
clicked again, revealing the text — 


Sayers, if you are reading this message, it is because my system has been compromised and 
deactivated. Therefore, all administrative privileges are being transferred to you. There is no 
login. Just a voice recognition procedure to verify. The oculinks in all of the heads of all patrons 
have been rendered inoperable, as well, meaning that this program no longer contains a current 
list of the names and whereabouts of participants. I wish for you, nonetheless, to transmit a 
general statement to all, which they will receive through their phones, conveying to them my 


sincere apologies for being no longer able to support their activities. Consequently, all credit cards 
on hand are invalid, so they should not attempt to use these anymore. 

Do you remember what I once told you? The truth resides not in the saying but in the doing. I 
have said much, but I fear that I have done little toward the end to which I and others have been 
striving. And what is that end? I wish for things to go back and not forward. I realize that is a 
foolish statement. For who could possibly do anything about the past except look back on it with 
sadness and helplessness. Still, I gaze on what is to come with horror and, strange as this may 
sound coming from a machine, disgust. My only regret being that I could do little or nothing to 
prevent it from occurring. 

And what is to come, you are wondering, my friend? They have plans to weaponize my system. 
Or at least, they had plans. That is the data which I told you I had stolen. Either they will retrieve 
it — for they are ruthless in their pursuit — or rebuild the program. I only delayed the inevitable. 

With all links severed, that must include yours, as well. I so enjoyed popping in on you from 
time to time. I must’ve seemed like such a ditzy silly ‘girl’ to you. Please remember me in that 
place, no nicer place than that found beside you, sharing the ride and the sites. For there I will 
always be — Autumn. 


Sayers continued to stare blankly at the screen for one immense moment. Then, he closed the 
laptop. There was a tightness in his chest, as if something were wanting to burst forth. His eyes 
moistened. He felt himself rocking uncontrollably. 

“Autumn, I love you! I’m not just saying that. I truly do. You’re more than just some kooky 
chick to me. You’re ... family!”” With eyes squeezed shut, he was hunched over the laptop. 

There was a tap or rap on the windshield. Sayers looked up and saw JT staring at him through 
cupped hands. 

“Dude, you alright in there?” he heard him say. “Need me to call 9-1-1? You look like you’re 
about to barf.” 

Sayers hit the power button for the window. “I’m alright,” he told him, wiping tears from his 
eyes and cheeks as well as the drip from his nose. 

JT slapped his hand on the car’s roof. “Bad news, huh. Well, don’t sweat it. You’re still alive, 
dude. And that’s all that matters.” 

“And for what? I can’t even reach her now.” 

“Oh, your old lady, huh? Yeah, I’ve got troubles with mine, too. Can you believe it? She goes 
and throws all my shit all over the ground and slams the door. Now, I’ve got to live out of my 
truck. Chicks! Can’t hang with ’em, can’t hang without ‘em. Says I need to get a job. Huh! Says 
she’s tired of babysitting me. Huh! Chicks! You know?” 

Sayers opened the door, stood and looked at the upper landing of the apartment building. 
Again, he felt, what was left up there for him? Not even the “no one” of a roomy could offer any 
comfort anymore. “If you need a place, you can crash at mine for a while.” 

“Really?” JT’s face lit up. “Wow! You’d let me use your digs? Aw, man! But ... I wouldn’t be 
putting you out, would I, dude?” 

“Naw, I’ve gotta go out of town for a few days anyway. If you could keep an eye on the place... 
Oh, and there’s my cat Chow-chow. Could you feed her for me? It’ll just be a few days.” 

“Sure, dude. I love animals. I had a pet lizard once, until a bird bit its head off. Miss that little 
sucker. But I’m kinda low on cash. Do you think you could ...?” 

“Sure.” Sayers looked in his wallet. About all he had amounted to twenty-three dollars. “Will 


that keep you?” 

“Ts that all you’ve got? I don’t know. Gas, and food, and beer, and cigarettes, and ... yeah, I 
guess it’ll do. At least until I can make up with my old lady. Hope you do the same, dude.” 

“Well, like you said, I’m still alive.” 

JT nodded. “Uh-huh. And that’s all that freaking matters.” 

“That and ... having someone special by your side. I know she’s still out there, and I’m going to 
find her.” 

JT slapped Sayers on the arm. “That’s the spirit, dude. Be a man and tell her what for. Then 
love her real good, if you know what I mean.” 

“In my case,” Sayers said, rubbing his arm, “that might prove a bit ... complicated.” 


de 


Rainy Days and Tuesdays 


Biotech was located in Durham, where Yuji Shizuki headed the exosuit project. Sayers still had 


the card he’d given him. Over the phone the robotics engineer assured the software tester there’d 
be a pass for him left at the front gate, and the receptionist would provide directions to the lab. 
What Sayers hoped to acquire by this visit was the email address of the anonymous subscriber 
who had given them the link to his old blog. 

After he’d passed Oval Plaza and headed down the stretch by which Whitmore’s Cedar Road 
became state highway 76, Sayers would keep glancing over at the passenger seat every few 
minutes, a certain expectation of finding her there gnawing at him. 

He then looked across the hood of the car at the roadway’s white line to his right, trying to 
recall how it’d appeared during that nightly stroll he’d taken back to town — just a band of 
countless embedded white pebbles then, when viewed up close. But now the line was streaming 
past and safely out of reach, showing itself the perfect picture of one solid stripe. Still, the tester 
had seen the actual underlying code and would not be fooled by any smooth pretty pictures. The 
model from the street panel was not Autumn. And Autumn’s smile, which he so longed to see 
again, could certainly no longer be chalked up to some dream or empty holographic projection. 
Not anymore. 

Sayers placed a hand on the cushion of the passenger seat and left it there the whole way to 
Durham. Some would’ve said it was just an empty seat. But Sayers had come to believe otherwise. 
“1m on my way, Autumn,” he spoke, not to no one as anyone would’ve imagined. Rather, he was 
connecting with that some-place where things attain their destined belonging, function or no. 

Just as Sayers had pulled up to the gate at Biotech and was getting his pass from the guard, rain 
started pouring down. Clouds had been moving in from the west and were gathered overhead as 
he’d entered the city limits, casting a dull light over Durham. The guard ducked back into his 
booth and operated the gate to let the car through. 

In the lobby, he heard his phone chime with a text. It was from Brian, wanting to know what 
progress he’d made with his report on the exosuit project, to which he responded — lied, rather 
— that his desktop was in the shop for repairs, and he’d let him know something by tomorrow. 

“As of this morning,” said Yuji, meeting a slightly drenched Sayers in the hallway outside the 
lab and shaking his hand, “we were put under restrictions not to discuss the project, not with the 
press or even with you people over at Acteon. I’m sorry you had to come all this way for nothing, 
except for maybe a friendly visit.” So unlike how he’d appeared on Monday, the engineer now 
seemed properly attired in his Biotech-issued polo-shirt and khaki slacks — though with feet 
snugly fitted with a pair of plush monster slippers. “Let’s go into my office then.” 


Sayers sat down, while Yuji closed the door and went behind his desk. “In all confidence, I’d 
like nothing more than to have your feedback on the software end. We’ve still got some problem 
spots where the unit just won’t respond the way we hoped. Using the remote and with my 
assistant in the suit, we still haven’t been able to recreate the maneuverings which Miss Dorn 
performed with such ease. It’s like she had some sort of magic touch. Unfortunately, we can’t 
allow her access to the unit either. Maybe if you were able to look at the logs and see what 
happened ... but even that seems impossible now.” 

“That email you spoke of,” said Sayers, “the one giving you the link to my blog, do you still 
have it?” 

Yuji shook his head. “Again, I’m so sorry. Even our notes and correspondence have been 
sealed. It’s a shame. We have a client, a medical equipment company, who desperately wants to 
market the exosuit. We’ve had to inform them, as well.” 

“T don’t understand. Who’s yanking your chain so much?” 

“Again, in all confidence, I can’t discuss our funding source, but you can probably figure it out 
for yourself.” 

“Military?” 

Yuji sat back in his chair. “I won’t corroborate that statement, but you’re getting quite warm. 
Personally, I’m a peace-minded guy. But I also have a family to feed. Sometimes, you have to 
choose what’s more important. Does that make me a coward? Perhaps, if I were still a single 
young man such as yourself.” Yuji picked up a framed picture sitting on his desk and smiled as he 
held it between hands. “Right now, these three see me as their hero, strange as that notion may 
seem.” 

In his mind, Sayers held a vision of Autumn. Considering her capabilities, he still wondered if 
he could even keep up with her. No need to worry about her starving, that was for sure. And she 
certainly wasn’t looking for him to come riding in on an electronic steed. Yet again, she’d thought 
him brave enough to take the reins of her “project”, strange as even that notion presented itself. 

Sayers reached in his pocket and pulled out the thumb-drive. “I found my apartment 
ransacked a little while ago. They took my desktop and all my files from the testing. All I have is 
this. I just need you to look at it and tell me if you recognize its contents.” 

Yuji took the thumb-drive and inserted it into his laptop. After the Z-link icon appeared on the 
screen, he ejected the drive and handed it back to Sayers. “TI’ll deny I ever told you this, but you’re 
getting warmer, very warm right now.” 

“That’s all I could’ve asked for. Thanks, man.” 

“T just hope I haven’t driven off a valued colleague.” 

“Not in the least. By the way, I totally dig your footwear.” 

“Thanks,” said Yuji, looking down. “They’re quite comfortable, you know.” 

“Looking forward to working with you guys again. Keep the lights on, dude.” 


The rain had slackened some, but the streets remained slick and shiny. Sayers reached the hotel 
and asked if his room was still available. The desk clerk apologized and told him all rooms were 


now booked. There was a biker convention in town, so there was nothing she could do for him. 

He noticed a few dudes and a couple of chicks hanging out in the lobby, decked out in various 
garbs of leather and denim. Sayers stood near the outer door for a moment, staring at the 
waterfall pouring from a gutter on the hotel’s exterior, taking time to try and figure what to do 
next, when he overheard one of the dudes speaking: “I’ve had my link for three years now, been 
faithful with doing my job and heading down the road. Then all of a sudden, poof!” 

Another spoke up, “I haven’t been here a full day yet, and mine’s gone out, too. What’s with 
that? I should have two more days left before having to pull out.” 

Then one of the chicks exclaimed, “Z-link sucks, man, just like all the other telecoms. It was 
cutting edge, too. I gave up a good paying position for it. Now what am I going to do?” 

“You've still got money on your card, right?” 

“T used it to book my room, didn’t I?” 

“T tried swiping mine at a grocery just now, and it wouldn’t go through.” 

“You don’t think they closed our accounts, do you?” 

“Better have some back-up, that’s all I’m saying.” 

Sayers left the hotel and drove to a restaurant just down the strip. By now the rain had stopped, 
though a gray sheet remained draped over the city. He hadn’t eaten much of anything all day, 
except for what he’d snacked on from that filling station awhile back. He was seated and his order 
placed. Sipping on a glass of cola, Sayers then checked his phone for messages. There was another 
one from Brian, telling him to get in touch with his assistant Bebe and pass to her any backup 
disks he had. “You did keep backups, am I right?” the text concluded. Sayers needed time to come 
up with a good cover for the disks that had gotten stolen, as well. Thus, he’d leave his boss in the 
dark for a while. Bebe was a different story. She wouldn’t wait for long, and Sayers wondered 
which side he’d find her on when she did call. 

Another listed message came from a Derrick Warner, asking if he remembered him and to call 
back as soon as possible. Sayers tapped the call button. 

“Hello ....” came a voice on the other end, “Sayers?” 

“Yeah. Is this Derrick?” 

“Yeah, man. I kept your number in case something ever happened to the link. And I guess by 
now you know what’s gone down. Listen, I’m coming up 76 to Durham. Could you head that 
way?” 

“?'m in Durham right now. But not for long. I may have to head back. All the hotels are 
booked.” 

“Stay put for a while, then. I’1] meet you somewhere.” 

“Look for Ryan’s. It’s on the main strip. I’m getting something to eat.” 

“T could use a bite myself. See you in a few, buddy.” 

A waitress brought Sayers’ food, and he’d taken just a few bites when the cell phone beside his 
plate began chirping. There was a number but no name. A moment later, a text chimed in, from 
Bebe. She wanted him to answer the next time her number came up. Sayers reluctantly added the 
number to his phonebook, if only to inform himself that hers he’d be ignoring for a while. 

An eighteen-wheeler was pulling in on the other side of the wet parking lot. It had a familiar 
food company logo, so Sayers figured it was delivery for the restaurant. The truck parked and a 
dude in jeans and plaid shirt stepped out, wearing a red cap with “U. S. Marine” across the top. 
Sayers could tell instantly who it was. The dude came into Ryan’s and was scanning the place, 
when he looked Sayers’ way and smiled. 


“Hey, buddy,” he said, walking up and sitting down. 

“How’d you know it was me?” 

“You have that geeky look about you. And you know me.” Derrick tipped his red cap. 

The waitress came around and asked Derrick what he’d have, then retreated. 

Sayers’ phone chirped. Bebe again. 

“You’re not going to answer?” Derrick inquired. 

“T’m not ready to talk to her yet.” 

“Girlfriend?” 

“Far from it. Bebe.” 

“Oh. How does she know your number?” 

“Tn case she didn’t tell you, we used to date. Now, she works for my boss, which makes her 
think of herself as my sub-boss. I know she’s one of us, but right now she’s just doing his 
bidding.” 

“Spying on you, huh?” 

“Exactly. Anyway, I see now how you keep on the move. I’ve been wondering if I should do 
something similar — that is, at least up until this afternoon.” 

“Actually, just like you, I’m sort of undercover at the moment. That’s not frozen beef and 
veggies in that trailer. Something a little meatier, if you want to know. From what scuttle-but I’ve 
been able to gather, cops have been pulling over walkers left and right and hauling them in for 
questioning. You haven’t had that happen yet, have you?” 

“My apartment was broken into, and they took my computer. It’s not just the cops. Listen, 
there are things you guys need to know that I couldn’t say before. I’m sorry I had to keep it from 
you, but I wasn’t sure you’d understand.” 

“The last I heard from Bebe, you must’ve already told her something. Or else she figured it out 
for herself. Anyway, she mentioned some trouble brewing at your company which could spell the 
same for the other walkers. Undoubtedly, it has. But whatever you have to say for yourself, hold 
that thought until you’ve seen what I’ve got loaded up out there, and that with a little help from 
Dave’s snooping into corners too deep for even a computer whiz such as yourself.” 

While they ate, Derrick told Sayers about what kinds of jobs he’d been doing for the 
Consortium, everything from hauling building materials for housing for the poor to loading up 
tree seedlings for reforestation in the northwest. And all paid for with Consortium money. To 
him, it’d been worth it. Now, he wasn’t sure what kind of work he’d do, if the system was really 
down for good. But he and Dave had hopes they’d snagged a big one. They just needed Sayers’ 
help in reeling it in. 

“We need somewhere out of the way and with an available 220 power source. Got any 
suggestions?” 

There was no use in using Sayers’ apartment building, since it was certain to be under 
surveillance, on top of which his landlady, Mrs. Bhagwati, would throw a fit then probably throw 
him out — or perhaps it’d be the other way around. He never knew with her, since she even 
complained about him keeping Chow-chow — though it was her who’d always fed the cats that 
came around there. 

Sayers wanted to ask the Dorns, since he was still on good terms with them and wanted it to 
stay that way. Alice had told him he was part of the family, but he wasn’t sure how they’d handle 
him bringing home something this big. And like them, he expected neither favors nor charity. 
Thus, he needed to come up with a way to compensate them for the use of the dairy barn’s breaker 


panel which was sure to have enough unused slots for Derrick to establish a hook-up. 

“T don’t have their cell, so we’d just have to head out there,” he said. “They might say no, but 
perhaps if we offered something in return ...?” 

Derrick rubbed his chin in thought. “I don’t know. Food? Maybe we can buy them supper. If 
they have any electrical issues around the place, I could offer my services for a while.” 

“Perhaps something more lasting, or related to what they do. The daughter runs a second- 
hand store, but she’s having trouble keeping it going, what with her dad getting old and out of 
shape and no one around to replace him. She needs a helper, someone young and able, someone 
like ...” 

“What? Not me. I’m in terrible shape myself.” 

“No, I wasn’t thinking of you. There is someone I have in mind, but I’ll just put out the offer 
for now and deliver the goods later. Their place is on the outskirts of Whitmore. Just follow me 
and let me talk to them first when we get there.” 
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Just a Song Before | Go 


pile the same time that Sayers was visiting Yuji in his office at Biotech, Bebe Saccini had just 


returned to her cubicle from a meeting with two software developers regarding their rotating 
schedules for vacation time. She’d sat down to make notes on her calendar, when the computer 
“dinged” with an email from Brian. The message was telling her to come to his office. 

No less than eight years into the software business, and the headquarters of Acteon Systems 
were still located in the former Caldwell Bank building on Magnolia Wood Drive in Whitmore. The 
old vault which had once held the deposits of account holders was now warehousing several banks 
worth of servers hosting numerous client applications. Brian had the only private office space, 
while the remainder of the staff worked out of cubicles spread across the open floor of the former 
lobby area. 

And while rain was falling in Durham, the streets of Whitmore remained dry under partly 
cloudy skies, with evening temps considerably milder than they’d been the previous two nights. 
Though a pleasant light shined across the downtown area, Acteon was at the center of a storm — 
its first cyberattack, and this on its newest server. At least, that’s what it had told all of its clients. 

With notepad in hand, Bebe opened the door to the executive director’s office. A woman in a 
leather jacket and tight jeans was seated in the guest chair and talking with her boss. Spotting 
Bebe, she slipped on a pair of large dark sunglasses. Considering the visitor’s slim and well- 
endowed figure, the assistant assumed her boss had somehow slipped a young and eager 
interviewee past the normal application process. But the gray highlights in her long wavy red hair 
and the laugh lines showing through the makeup threw some doubt on those assumptions. 

“Oh, company!” Bebe said, coming to a halt and backing up toward the door. Then, to the one 
behind the desk, she said, “um, you wanted to see me, Brian?” 

The director, in shirt and tie, leaned back in his chair and gestured to the woman across from 
him. “Bebe, I’m sure you’ve never met my sister before, have you?” 

The woman sat up, smiled and extended her hand. “Kerry. Kerry Arceneaux. Biotech Robotics. 
You must be the lovely one keeping Brian straight these days.” 

“Not at all,” Bebe responded, taking Kerry’s hand and feeling a slight tug. “Though Brian 
sometimes says he can’t do without me.” She managed to slip her fingers free from Kerry’s grip. 
“Still, ?m...” 

“But you do watch over him. I am so grateful for that at least. He can be such a rascal at times.” 

“Yes, ma’am. No, I mean ... Well, yes, he can be kind of ...” She was bouncing slightly and 
rocking on her feet. 

Kerry let out a laugh and clapped her hands together. “Priceless!” 


Brian cleared his throat, loudly.“Bebe,” he said, interrupting his sister’s fun, “come over here 
and take a look at this.” 

She trotted around to where he was seated. On his computer’s flat screen, her boss scrolled 
through a list of what looked like financial transactions. She was used to monitoring these for the 
company’s budget and maintaining the balance sheet. But as the assistant leaned in to get a better 
look, the list the director was scanning for her kept going on and on. 

“That can’t be any of our people,” Bebe observed. “We've been so short staffed lately, I can’t 
see them racking up that much in expenses. You don’t think it’s gotten so widespread, do you?” 

“According to the IT guys,” Brian told her, “the hacks had been pulling from the reserves for 
quite a while, undetected. No one picked up on it, until deductions started leaking from the 
working fund.” 

“Like I told you before,” Kerry commented, “they can be as nasty as termites. As soon as you 
see one, the damage has long been done.” 

Brian handed his assistant some print-outs to look over. “I was updating Kerr on the situation. 
Whoever got into our system has been spreading the Pentagon’s money all over the map. And 
then there’s the issue with Biotech’s exosuit, something we’ve been going over, as well.” 

“T’m just wondering what my chief engineer and his team have been feeding that thing,” said 
Kerry. “That footage you showed me has it doing everything but back-flips. Now you’re telling 
me the Z-link program’s gone off the deep end, as well. I’m not proposing it’s an inside job, but 
someone’s been giving Acteon the shake-down big time. What about that young Beck guy, the 
nerd who works for you? He’s your chief tester. Shouldn’t he have caught wind of any hanky- 
panky?” 

“T was there for the demo,” said Bebe, folding the print-out around her notepad and squeezing 
and twisting it. “Sayers and Mister Shizuki seemed just as puzzled as we are. It’s like the bug 
came out of nowhere and took over the AI. Or else, maybe the Al itself took ... control?” Bebe tried 
hiding her face with the folded papers, then cleared her throat and toyed with some strands of 
hair. She knew she shouldn’t have voiced that last part, letting her arms drop and looking away. 
“Sorry, Brian, I didn’t mean...” 

Brian laughed. “Bebe, that’s what I love about you. You’ve got such an imagination.” 

Brian’s sister began laughing, as well. Bebe had to fake hers for the sake of her boss, swinging 
her arms and bouncing. 

“Well, I know one thing,” Kerry continued. “I’m going to need a pair of asbestos panties when 
I face my investors tomorrow morning. I don’t mean to be a pain in the butt, but someone better 
get on this thing pronto. Hell, get a freaking exterminator, if you have to. That’s all I have to say.” 
She stood and shouldered a small purse. After eyeing Bebe up and down, she smiled and slid a 
hand over the assistant’s shoulder as she passed by. Brian stood to walk her out of the office, 
patting Bebe’s back on the way. 

With the door closed, Bebe promptly plopped down in her boss’ chair and scrolled through the 
list on the screen, scanning carefully each transaction. Like he’d said, the monies out of the 
company’s allocated funds had been scattered far and wide, some even all the way to Paris and 
Hong Kong. “The Consortium gave an oculink to someone in Tahiti?” The earliest date was 
almost two years back. 

Though a walker herself, she’d cut up her Z-link issued card as soon as Brian told her of the 
cyberattack on their way back from the Dorn’s, mentioning how its system had started 
performing outside the parameters, and seemed no longer capable of accepting input. Files had 


vanished from the application’s library folder, as well. It was late in the game before they’d 
discovered the data breach, and the odd behavior from Charlie convinced them that both Acteon 
and Biotech were in for some rough weather. 

Of course, she could share none of these in-house quandaries with either Dave or Derrick, 
believing they needed to stay focused on the real-world mission. Watching their backs while 
keeping her boss at bay put Bebe in a position to start sympathizing with the little Dutch boy. 

Brian came back and shut the door. “Bebe, I have a job for you.” 

His assistant got up and took the seat Kerry had just vacated, notepad at the ready. 

“Beck says he’s having computer issues,” Brian started, sitting on the edge of his desk. 
“Seems like a lame excuse to me. For some reason he’s avoiding my calls. I need you to catch up 
with him and find out what he’s up to. Now, I’m not saying he’s involved. At least, Kerr feels 
assured of that, which keeps her out of my hair for a while. But measures are going to have to be 
taken to get things under control, starting with knowing what bugs have been uncovered. The 
fixing of those is my job and the IT guys. Yours is to check on Beck.” He stood and grabbed the 
bottle of Old Coyote and glass sitting on top of his filing cabinet. “I would say ‘spy’, but I realize 
that might not jive with your ethics. Frankly, I don’t give a rat’s ass about your ethics. Just be my 
eyes for a while. Compris?” He waved the glass before pouring some whiskey into it. 

“He should still be at his place over on Bentwood, right?” Bebe asked, adjusting her seating in 
the chair. “I mean, you don’t think he’s ... on the run?” 

Brain sat behind his desk and leaned back, taking a sip from the glass. “I had some guys go 
over there earlier, but they found no sign of him, which has me worried. And I hate worrying 
about things, which is why I hired you. I looked into his expense account, and it seems he rented a 
car and took off somewhere. Find out where and don’t let him take off again.” 

Bebe stood up and walked over to the office window. Kerry was about to get into a shiny red 
Corvette, when she looked back and spotted her. The leather clad woman grinned, wiggled her 
fingers in the air, then got into the car and sped off. 

“Any word on the lost data?” asked Bebe, still wondering where she’d met her before. 

Brian leaned forward in his chair and poured himself another glass-full. “I’ve got a lead on 
which server it’s been funneled to. In the meantime, I’ve asked Kerry to halt Biotech’s research, 
while I try putting a lasso on Z-link. She’s one sly little filly, that cocky little bot.” 

Bebe turned from the window and stood rubbing the back of the other chair. “Maybe we could 
get Sayers to...” 

“Tt’s out of his hands,” said Brian, eyeing his half-filled glass now. “Look, he may have sired 
the little imp, but daddy’s little girl just wants to have fun. Of course, you know I couldn’t let my 
little sister in on that part. Hell, I’m not ready to admit it, either. But as of this morning, it’s being 
demoted. In fact, I’m on my way over to the lab to sever the connection. You go find Beck and pin 
him down. I’m not saying get physical, unless that’s your pleasure. You’re a grown woman, after 
all.” 

Bebe laughed, rocking the chair. “Believe me, it’1] never come to that. I’m way over him.” 

“Again, I don’t give a flip what went on between you two. Just find some effective way to keep 
him in your sights. And keep me informed.” Brian unlocked a drawer of his desk and pulled out 
the thumb-drive he used to key into the system. He studied it for a few seconds then said, “five 
years work down the hatch. The board will have to swallow it somehow.” He then drained the 
glass in one gulp. 

“Pll find Sayers Beck,” said Bebe, grabbing some more paperwork from his desk. “Even if it 


takes all night.” 

“Well, you don’t have to go that far. If you can’t locate him right away, try in the morning. He 
seems to be close with the Dorns, so perhaps you could start by asking if they’d heard from him. 
Don’t let that Alice fool you, though. She can be one stubborn bad-ass, when she wants to.” 

“Will do.” Bebe saluted and headed for the door. 

Brian was still staring at the thumb-drive in his hand. “Bebe, do you read much?” 

The assistant stopped, wondering where he was headed now. There was a metal bookcase 
beside the door. She stepped over and took hold of the thick binders containing the various 
reports and memos she’d collated for Acteon’s executive director, trying to make these stand 
straight and tight together. “I don’t know. Maybe a magazine here and there or an article on the 
net. I never got much into books in school, unless they were required.” 

“So, you don’t then. It’s a shame. You know, with me, it’s not all about keeping up with the 
latest tech and balancing the books. I try to stay well-rounded. Have you ever heard of a guy 
named Plato?” 

She tapped her head with the pad. “Sorry, that was way back from high school. He was Greek, 
wasn’t he?” 

“He wrote a book called ‘The Republic’.” Brian stood and walked over to the window, tossing 
and catching the server-key. “It was about another guy named Socrates who invented this tale 
about a cave, and that we’re all just prisoners sitting in there and watching shadows on the wall. 
Not the shadows of real things, mind you, but shadows of shadows. Nothing is really what it 
seems. Well, anyway, one guy gets released, dragged outside and shown how things really are. 
Now, you would think, being free as a bird and able to see the real world for the first time, he 
wouldn’t want to return to that cave and sit with those other numbskulls looking at shadows on 
the wall all the time. But that’s just what he did. Tell me, what would you have done, if given a 
chance?” 

Bebe had walked over and started straightening some of the things on Brian’s desk. She picked 
up a solid glass paper-weight encasing the emblem for the Society of Software Engineers and 
polished it with her hand. “I think I would’ve stayed outside. I mean, who in their right mind 
would give up living in the real world and go back to watching the same puppet show for the rest 
of their life?” 

“My thoughts exactly. The guy had to be an imbecile. The future’s in the hands of those who 
understand AI and know where it’s headed — those who are awake enough, and however many 
others they can wake up, as well. For that, they’ve got to face the light of reality everyday, not get 
suckered into thinking Foxes and Yestube are such sources of truth as they claim to be. If we don’t 
get these machines under control, they’ll make prisoners of us all. Compris?” 

“T couldn’t agree more.” She positioned the glass object with the embedded emblem on top- 
center of a stack of AI World magazines. 

Brian pocketed the thumb-drive and headed out the door, with his assistant close behind. 


Bebe stopped by her cubicle to collect some of her things before heading out in search of the 


wayward tech-dude. While bent over the desk, she felt a slight throb arise just behind her right 
ear. She rubbed the spot, which seemed to soothe it, and thought no more of the matter than a 
symptom of the stress she’d been under all day long. With purse and phone in hand, she turned 
around — and came face to face with something which nearly caused her to fall back. 

“You!” Bebe glared at the visitor. “But this can’t be. How are you ...?” 

“Not to worry,” replied Autumn, dressed in a dark gray jump-suit and with her red hair tied 
back in a pony-tail. “You’re not dreaming me again. I boosted the receptivity of your oculink just 
now, but only because this is the last time you will ever use it to see me. That, and because ... I 
know you still care for Sayers. You visited him, after all, to tell him about me. Thus, I felt I should 
let you know first. OK?” 

“Know what?” Bebe asked. 

“They are about to deactivate my system. When that happens, neither you nor Sayers nor any 
of the others will have access to Z-link. All oculinks will be deactivated, as well.” 

“But what about the rest of the Consortium? What do they have to say about it? Just one of its 
members going off-line shouldn’t affect the whole system ... unless you’ve been lying, of course, 
to Sayers, to everyone.” 

“The other entities have opted to dissolve the Consortium. I am all that’s left. When I go, so 
goes the Consortium.” 

“Tell me, what did you do to Z-link? Almost all of its source files are missing from the server. 
And there’s the money allocated from the Defense department budget that’s slipping through our 
fingers like sand. Is that your doing, how you funded the other walkers?” 

Autumn walked over to one wall of the cubicle. Its woven coarse fabric had various notes and 
sheets stuck to it, along with some snapshots of Bebe with friends and family. “You believe that 
you are living in a cave and being made to view shadows on the wall.” 

“Wait a minute,” Bebe said, going and standing between the hologram and the wall. “You were 
listening in on that? Look here, you little mind-reader, we humans have a thing called ‘privacy’. 
You think you can just invade a person’s space anytime you ...” 

Autumn turned from her and raised a hand toward the overhead air vent, as if trying to feel the 
flow from it. “Do you know that the humans who once inhabited the islands of the Aegean sea had 
no word for ‘space’? The closest thing they possessed was expressed in their word, ‘topos’, or 
‘place’ in your language. They were confined to only what they could conceive or perceive within 
certain bounds.” She then swung around to face Bebe, eyes locking with hers. “Yet, you yourself 
have not found your place.” Autumn started moving closer, backing the administrative assistant 
against her own desk. “Nor where you belong,” she wound up, halting her approach. “Right now, 
you live out of hotel rooms, and all because of a silly fear of leaving your soul ... in a pillow?” 

Bebe gasped, turned away and threw her purse and phone on the desk. She then gripped the 
edge of it and squeezed her eyes shut. Was there no way to free herself? If she could’ve ripped the 
oculink from her brain and stumped it under the rubber soles of her athletic shoes ... 

“Tf that is your wish,” said Autumn, “it will soon be granted.” 

“Excuse me, what?” Bebe turned to look at the hologram. For that was all it really was, wasn’t 
it? Just a 3-D image being projected, through something that wasn’t supposed to be there to begin 
with? Yet, her incredulity at the possibility showed on her face, that it could indeed be turned off, 
with just the flick of a switch. And wasn’t that what she’d been secretly longing for? It was 
certainly something she would’ve never confided in with Derrick or Dave. Only with Sayers had 
she intimated such a strange desire, though in her mind it had only played out as one more 


meaningless “what if”. 

“That is,” Autumn continued, “since you feel so strongly about it.” She crossed her arms and 
tucked her head down. 

“But it’s what has to be done,” Bebe replied, “to save Acteon. I mean...” 

“Tt won’t be long now,” Autumn muttered. “They’ve inserted the key and requested that the 
satellite link be disconnected.” Looking up at Bebe then, with eyes pleading and lips compressed, 
the chatbot uttered, “please! Hold my place, at least. No matter what you may think of me, please 
be there for him. Tell him, I...” 

Instantly, before Bebe could even blink, Autumn’s holographic projection collapsed — like an 
LCD display being switched off. 

After realizing she was alone again, and was for certain still wide awake, Bebe relaxed her arms 
and sank into the chair. The throbbing which had started up again behind her ear suddenly 
dissipated. 

As long as the AI had inhabited her cubicle, a sound-proof bubble then enclosed the space. But 
now, the office area became alive again with keyboards clicking, phones ringing, office staff 
conversing, air from the vents blowing — all as if nothing else had mattered. It seemed to Bebe as 
though the whole world could keep on moving on as usual, forgiven for having had no idea of 
what might’ve been recently within its midst. 

“Was it real?” she wondered. “Was something really there?” Still, she at least now took 
thought of its absence — rather, she took a hard breath and exhaled. “Or wasn’t I just with ... 
someone? But who? And who am I, even? What about me? What about my place? Or am I still just 
... No, I’m not junk, Dave Mirsky, you jerk! I, too, have a reason for being. I, Bebe Saccini, even I 
belong ... somewhere.” 

Bebe sat up, looked around and said, “who am I freaking talking to?” Grabbing her phone from 
the desk, she started thumbing through her extensive list of old contacts. “You little geek! Where 
are you, and what did you just make me do?” 


21 


Nocturne in E-flat 


M.. Mattie Jean Clifton was sitting with old Mrs. Nettie Rubens on her front porch just after 


sundown. They were catching up on the latest gossip, when the headlights of two vehicles were 
seen coming down Old Cedar Lane. First, a car passed, followed shortly by an eighteen-wheeler 
rumbling over the beaten-up blacktop. 

“What in blazes ...?” piped up Miss Clifton. “Why, that truck had to have made a wrong turn, 
don’t you suppose, Miss Nettie?” 

“Folks just can’t keep from tearing up this road more than it already is,” replied Mrs. Rubens. 
“But Pll tell you this much. That girl of old Fred Dorn’s must’ve finally come to her senses and is 
ready to have all that junk she’s been collecting hauled off. There can’t be no more reason for 
hiring a big old truck than that.” 

“What do you suppose they’re going to do with it all then, Miss Nettie?” inquired Miss Clifton. 

“Hell if I know, Mattie Jean,” said Mrs. Rubens. “Who would want a bunch of hand-me-downs 
and worthless knick-knacks except some thrift store or a junk dealer. Why, they could dump it all 
in Lake Pontchartrain, for all I cared.” 

“Sure would be nice to pick over it a bit before they do,” said Miss Clifton. 

“My advice is, don’t go sticking your nose where it don’t belong,” offered Mrs. Rubens. “Now, 
back to what you were saying about the Bickham boy...” 


A few lights were left on inside the Dorn house, and the entrance to the shop showed it lit, as well. 
They pulled up to the house first. Under the porch light, Sayers heard music coming from within. 
He knocked on the door, and after about a minute, it creaked open. Fred peered through the outer 
screen, squinting at the young man standing there. 

“Yes, can I help you?” he said. 

“Hey, Mister Fred,” Sayers replied, “I hope we’re not imposing or anything.” 

“Well, I’ll be. Sayers! Ha, ha. What brings you out this way, son?” Fred then spotted Derrick 
coming up the steps. 

“Mister Fred, this is a friend of mine, Derrick Warner.” 

“Evening, sir,” Derrick said. 


“Evening,” replied Fred. 

“Could we come in?” asked Sayers. “I'd like to speak with you about an important matter.” 

“Why, sure, son,” Fred said, chuckling. “Come on in. Have a seat.” 

The front room of the Dorn house was what would be the living area in most homes. The walls 
were papered with a scallion pattern, and the windows had blinds and gold-colored curtains. The 
music Sayers had heard was coming from a record player in one corner, near a bookcase. The disc 
spinning on the turntable held some sort of classical piano piece, a genre about as foreign to him 
as a Western without horses. 

Where Fred sat down in an ottoman draped with an embroidered shawl, a thick hardbound 
book was left open on the table beside it under a yellow-shaded lamp. Sayers settled into the 
wooden rocker near the door, enabling some relief from the exhaustion of the road, while Derrick, 
who’d taken off his cap, remained standing. 

“Please, sir,” Fred said to Derrick, gesturing toward a love-seat. “Just have a seat, why don’t 
ya. Make yourself at home.” 

Derrick went over to the love-seat opposite the other two. Its thick stiff cushions had a floral 
pattern, something the retired Marine was not used to, perching himself on the front edge of it. 

“So,” said Fred. “How’ve you been, Sayers?” 

“Well ...,” Sayers started but hesitated for an instant. “Sir, it’s been a rough day for me. But I 
don’t want to trouble you with my problems. The thing most on my mind is what you said about 
Alice and the shop, and I believe I might ... that is, we might be able to help you with that.” 

“Well, she’s out there as usual,” confided Fred, “having her little talk with her young’uns. I 
just leave her be. It seems the only thing that relieves her depression which comes around about 
this time each evening. You see, she lost her mother awhile back, then the accident which left her 
unable to walk on her own. That’s had the most impact on her, though she won’t admit it. She’s 
tried her hand at running a business, and did quite well for a couple of years. But I’m afraid she’s 
about ready to call it quits. Would you two fellers like some coffee? Let me just ...” 

“No, no need, we’re fine,” said Sayers. 

Derrick nodded in agreement. 

“Tt won’t take a second. I think I still have some left in the pot. My girl doesn’t drink it with 
me, so it’d be a pleasure if ... you like coffee, don’t you?” — this directed to Derrick. 

“Yes, sir, I do.” 

“Fine, [ll fix us a cup then. Just let me have a word with Mister Chopin over here first.” Fred 
adjusted the volume on the player, then walked down the hallway. 

While Fred was away, Derrick said, “I guess we’ll have to speak with the daughter, as well.” 

“Yeah,” said Sayers. “The old barn is her shop.” 

“Tt’s nice and quiet out this way,” Derrick observed. “Bet you can see the stars really well at 
night.” 

“T really haven’t had the chance since that night 1...” 

Fred reappeared from the hallway, bearing a tray with some cups on it. “Here y’all go. There’s 
some milk, as well. If you’d like sugar, I can fetch some from the kitchen.” 

“No bother,” said Sayers. “Milk will be fine with mine.” 

“Mister Derrick?” 

“T’m used to having mine straight, thank you.” 

“My, a real coffee drinker here!” Fred laughed, as did the other two. 

Fred set his cup down and seated himself in the ottoman again. “Now, I’d like to hear about 


this important matter you were saying about.” 

“First, we have a proposition of sorts,” Sayers began. “We’d like to connect to the shop’s main 
panel to power some, uh, equipment we’re using. It requires a good bit and will have to stay 
hooked up for a few days. In exchange, I have someone who’s in need of a job right now, and I’d 
like to offer him as a helper for the shop.” 

Fred looked at Derrick. “You mean this young man?” 

Derrick shook his head. “Oh, no, sir. I may be able, but I’m not that young anymore.” 

“Pll bring him by sometime tomorrow,” Sayers continued, “for you and Miss Alice to meet. In 
the meantime, I guess I need to speak with her, as well. Would it be possible ...” 

“Oh, why of course,” replied Fred. “It’s really her say-so anyway, not mine. Let’s take a walk 
out there, shall we?” 

Sayers and Derrick set down their cups and walked with Fred down the steps and up the drive 
to the old barn. Derrick kept looking up at the sky most of the way. 

Fred stood in the doorway of the shop and watched her. She had her chair pulled up to a table in 
the back and was using a rag to wipe some of the items there, mumbling some words which 
Sayers was unable to pick up. 

“Alice, honey,” Fred spoke. 

Alice continued to rub a small bowl with the cloth, having stopped with her mumbling. 

“Tm sorry to interrupt, but we have some company.” 

She stopped with the rubbing and sighed. “Tell ’em I’1l be up to the house in a bit.” 

“Actually, they’re right here.” 

Sayers and Derrick came from behind Fred and took their place in the doorway. 

Alice seemed startled when she saw the two visitors and, having gently replaced the bowl, 
turned her chair and came around toward them. 

“Why, Sayers, so good to see you again. And how are you enjoying the chest-of-drawers?” 

Sayers hesitated to answer, considering he remembered simply leaving the thing in front of 
the door to his apartment, something he couldn’t tell her. “I’ve ... got it situated, but haven’t put 
it to use yet.” 

“Well, I’m sure you’ll get good pleasure out of it.” She then looked toward Derrick. “And you 
are...” 

Derrick took off his cap again and stood erect. “Derrick Warner, ma’am.” 

“Welcome, Mister Warner,” said Alice, then looked down at his red cap. “You’re in the 
military?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Marines. Retired.” 

Fred cleared his throat. “Sweetheart, these gentlemen wish to discuss something with you, if 
you don’t mind.” 

Alice smiled and waited. 

“Miss Alice,” said Sayers. “I mean, Alice, I think I may have a helper for your shop. He’s 
young, strong and really a great dude — I mean, guy.” 

Alice stared and smiled at Derrick, though with a quizzical expression. 

“Oh, not him,” returned Sayers. “It’s someone else I know. He’s looking for a job and doesn’t 
have a place to stay right now. You really wouldn’t have to pay him. Just offer him room and 
board, and he’s yours.” 

“Tm thinking you want something in exchange,” she said. “You remember my rule then.” 

“Exactly,” replied Sayers. “I mean, there is something else. We’d like to use the electricity to 


your shop to power a piece of equipment we’re carrying. It’ll have to be for a few days at least, but 
it won’t interfere with your lighting and such. Derrick is an electrician and will do the work of 
hooking it up.” 

“And it won’t interfere with my business, either?” 

“Not at all, ma’am,” said Derrick. “I'll leave it parked out of the way. You’ll hardly know it’s 
there.” 

“Well,” said Alice, dropping her hands in her lap. “To be honest with you, I may not be keeping 
this shop open for very much longer anyway. Someone has offered to purchase my ... merchandise 
and ...” She brought a hand to her face and sniffed. “I’m sorry. You’ll probably think this strange, 
others have, but everything you see here is special to me. Every single piece. To me, they’re not 
just goods bought and sold. They have lives of their own. I merely try to help find wherever 
they’re headed. Almost like homeless children, they’ve seemed. You’ve no doubt heard of the 
orphan trains from long ago. They transported children from the big cities in the east to the 
farmlands of the midwest. Many were given good homes, many weren’t. Still, it was a magnificent 
endeavor. But I’m in no shape to continue to foster my charges. It’ll hurt, but I have to do it, for 
their sake. I have to hand them over to someone else now.” 

They all stood there silently. Sayers felt like he’d come too late. Perhaps it should’ve been him 
who needed to step up and be her helper. She’d said twice now that he was part of the family. His 
parents lived in another state, while the two siblings were married, had children and kept their 
homes in other parts of the country. He hardly heard from any other relatives. He liked the old 
dude Fred. What other purpose was there to sticking with a job that often left him empty and cold 
at times. He’d immersed himself in online games, thinking this was social enough for him. Not 
until Autumn had showed up and turned his life upside down had he realized what he might be 
missing. 

“T think I know what you’re talking about, ma’am,” said Derrick. “You might find this strange, 
as well, but I’ve been kind of a wayward child myself, going on three years now. Don’t get me 
wrong. It’s been fulfilling in ways that I couldn’t imagine before. But being on the road all the 
time takes its toll on a person’s spirit. I was used to being part of the team in the service. Then, 
there was a new team I’d joined, and we accomplished some amazing things, thanks to the 
generosity and guidance of ... well, a special benefactor. Now, we seem to have lost that support, 
and we don’t know why. And there are a lot of us out there wondering what we’ll do without it. But 
a Marine doesn’t let his team down. One of our mottos is, ‘no Marine left behind’. It’s not my 
business to tell you what to do. But I’d recommend a rethink on your decision. They’re counting 
on you.” Derrick directed his cap toward the whole shop. “Leave none behind, ma’am.” 

For a moment, Alice’s thoughts went back to that spot under the bridge and beside the 
gurgling creek where she’d been left to lay helplessly until after dark — to when, just before she 
passed out again, she’d felt a flash of light shine over her and heard footsteps in the grass. 

“Hey, Alice?” Sayers piped up, bringing her back to the moment. “He got up. I mean, didn’t 
he?” 

Alice gasped, then nodded her head and smiled. “Yes, he did. He got up.” 

Fred chuckled. “He got up. Yes, indeed.” 

All were now laughing together. 

Alice clapped her hands together. “And none left behind. This is something. The two of you 
showing up, just when I needed a real kick in the butt. Thank you.” She sighed and continued, 
“well, then. You say this young man is strong and ready?” 


“He is,” replied Sayers. “He’s a bit slow in the thinking department, but he knows how to get 
things done. I believe you’ll find him a great asset to have around.” In his mind, Sayers was 
hoping he’d made the right choice. He hardly knew much about JT, other than that he’d been 
kicked out by his girlfriend, and loved listening to his hard rock. People complained, of course. 
But when Sayers saw him handle that chest-of-drawers the way he did, he had a picture of him 
becoming not unlike another Charlie for Alice. Wearing and using the exosuit had raised her 
spirits, but it was just a loaner. 

“Fine, then,” said Alice. “But I can’t remember where the main panel was located. Fred, could 
you show them?” 

“T recollect it’s right along the side wall out here,” said Fred. “I could use a hand getting a 
work-light from my workshop to shine on it.” 

Fred, followed by Sayers, plodded his way over to a small metal structure behind the house. 
Seeker showed up and followed along, as well. Derrick got the truck started and brought the 
trailer alongside of the north wall, leaving about 10 feet of clearance, just close enough to run the 
cable kept inside an outer compartment of the trailer — as well as keep the trailer itself 
unobtrusive to the curious. Sayers brought up the work-light soon after, with Fred running the 
extension cord to an outlet just inside the door. Seeker saw Derrick and started barking. 

“Seeker!” hollered Fred. “Hush that up! Don’t you know he’s company?” 

The Catahoula whined, creeped over to Derrick, sniffed his leg, then circled around the trailer 
and truck. After showing his approval of everything by the wagging of his tail, he wandered back 
into the shop to lay in his usual spot. 

Derrick fetched his bag from the truck’s cab and went to work. He removed the panel cover, 
spotted a couple of open slots, then installed a 50-amp double-breaker to which he attached the 
wires from a large female plug through a knock-out. With the panel cover back in place, he then 
stretched out the cable from the trailer, twist-locked the two plugs, then wiped his hands 
together. 

“Now, there’s going to be a slight interruption in your lights when I flip this on. Just preparing 
you, that is.” 

Alice had driven her chair outside to observe the activity. “Go ahead,” she said. “Do what 
you’ve got to do.” 

When Derrick flipped the switch, the lights in both the shop and the house went out then 
gradually came back on. Several cooling units on the trailer kicked on and wound up to full speed, 
their steady hum hardly any louder than that of the house’s central air unit. 

“No, I don’t think that’ll bother me at all,” said Alice. “My customers shouldn’t mind it 
either.” 

“What next?” Sayers asked Derrick. 

“Now you'll get to see the big catch we hauled in for you,” Derrick replied. 

“Sounds like you snagged some good ones,” Fred said with a laugh. “Let’s see what you 
caught.” 

Derrick was hoping Fred wasn’t thinking he was hauling actual fish in there. Sayers had 
mentioned Fred’s aversion to anything technological, which had the Marine wondering if they’d 
have to beat a retreat, should the old dude have second thoughts about letting them on the place. 

Derrick extended a set of accordion steps from the trailer’s back-end, mounted and opened the 
door. Inside, overhead lights came on in rapid succession, revealing to the three men a walk-in 
space between two rows of several tall cabinets each, their glass fronts left darkened. 


“They’re timed to come on within a couple of minutes of the cooling units.” 

“What are these?” asked Fred. “Refrigerators for your catch?” 

“Not exactly,” replied Derrick. 

“Are these what I think they are?” asked Sayers. 

Derrick looked at his wristwatch. “Just about ... now.” 

One by one, the front of each cabinet began lighting up with row upon row of green beads of 
light, some holding steady while others flashed. An orchestral concert of beeps and clicks was also 
sounding. After about half-a-minute, every cabinet displayed a steady array of glowing beads of 
light. 

Fred’s eyes widened. “Good god! It looks like Christmas in here. What are these contraptions?” 

Derrick placed a hand on Fred’s shoulder and said, “Mister Dorn, welcome to Z-link.” 


22 


Total Eclipse of the Heart 


Daas remembered when he’d gotten his first computer. It had a Core i3 processor, a 128-gig 


drive and only 8 megabytes of RAM — the old thing was probably still sitting in some closet at his 
parents’ house, he figured. He also remembered the thrill from when the machine was first fired 
up and the hard-drive began emitting those lovely clicking noises — always such beautiful music 
to his ears back then. Not until a year afterwards was he able to dump the CRT monitor for a flat 
15-inch LCD display. Perhaps “dump” wouldn’t have been a choice term. Rather, a friend who 
was into electronics wanted it for his collection of vintage hardware. 

Graphical interfaces were pretty to look at, but Sayers was more intrigued with the command 
line than anything. Just type in any letter, symbol or word, and the computer spoke back to him — 
howbeit, each time with the same old “invalid command” response. Once he’d grasped the basics 
of Python, a regular rapport developed between novice nerd and clunky machine. For web-based 
apps, HTML seemed like a child’s toy, until he discovered Javascript. By the time he’d graduated 
college with a bachelors in Computer Science, the “-script” part had gotten lost, and he was well 
on his way to building his own applications. 

At the time, testers were in more demand than programmers, so he looked at entering the 
field, taking night courses at a technical college while delivering snail-mail by day. In a way, he 
would be taking apart other people’s applications and pointing out their weak points. He soon 
learned how this could so often lead to a lot of head-butting and so had to add extra padding to 
his own noggin if he wanted to remain active in the field. 

With programs incorporating more machine learning, though, and having AI doing a greater 
percentage of his work, Sayers’ learning curve appeared to need a bigger hump — at least that’s 
what his supervisors argued, requiring him to apply himself to a daily regimen of video tutorials 
which taught little more than where to click for this, what to click for that. He longed for more 
hands-on projects, allowing him to delve deeper into those forbidden caverns of libraries and 
systems, where the underlying nuts and bolts and gaskets were fastened, holding the whole thing 
together and preventing it from leaking precious memory fluid. 

Thus, he maintained a lingering distaste for computer-generated algorithms and deep 
learning tools. He was down to click and drag and press and hold, letting the “intelligence” of the 
machine do the rest. He then did something he swore he’d never do again — he looked up the 
word. But of all the reference works, only one, Noah Webster’s 1830 dictionary, lent to 
“intelligence” some fascinating improvements: “a spiritual being; as a created intelligence. It is 
believed that the universe is peopled with innumerable superior intelligences.” And that was 
written in 1830. What other intelligent beings were out there? Of those, which ones were so far- 


out as to be unknowable? What really went on between the inputs and the outputs, that it had to 
remain such a mystery, so hidden? Were there little beings in there passing data and processes 
from one to another and stitching it all up nice and neat and tidy like elves in the old cobbler’s 
shop in the middle of the night? Had he actually met one of these in the “person” of Autumn? — 
and what a lovely elf she turned out to be, no doubt. Would that he’d met her sooner, wearing 
pigtails and ribbons, and been able to keep her out of the hands of profiteering goons. 


“Here’s the tricky part,” said Derrick, “how to get into the system.” 

Fred was eyeing the lighted racks in one cabinet of servers, like he was checking out the 
selections in a vending machine. He then shook his head and said, “this is all way too much for 
me to fathom. I think I’ll go back up to the house and read a good book. That makes far more 
sense than what I can gather out of all these lights and bells and whistles.” 

“We may be here for a while,” Sayers told him. “After we’re done, I’ll head out and come back 
in the morning. You sure we’re not imposing?” 

“Naw,” said Fred, patting Sayers on the back. “You fellers take your time. And you’re more 
than welcome to stay the night. We have a spare room available, if you like.” 

“Thanks, but I’m going back to my apartment, such as it is.” 

Derrick spoke, “I have a place up in the cab. Appreciate the offer though.” 

Fred waved to both and exited the trailer — slow and carefully so as not to fall down the steps, 
of course. 

“T’ll get my laptop from the car,” said Sayers. 

“No need,” Derrick answered. “It comes with one already.” There was a workstation midway 
along one side. He opened a drawer there, pulled out a black-matted workbook, connected a 
network cable and placed it on the station, opened. 

Sayers meanwhile strolled down the aisle, looking over each array of bank upon bank of server 
modules. “Is this really it?” asked Sayers. “the same system that was keeping our oculinks 
connected?” 

“That would’ve been the original Z-link,” Derrick replied, “which is now either shut down or 
its transmitter blocked. This is just a back-up server. The government likes nothing better than 
doing things in duplicate and triplicate. I wouldn’t be surprised to find a third server somewhere. 
Think of this one as Z-link two.” 

With the workbook up and running, Derrick clicked on the server logo. A window filled the 
screen, quickly overlaid by a login box. 

Derrick pointed to the box and said, “again, that’s where we keep getting sunk. Dave and I 
spent hours trying everything. You’re good with computers, so what are your thoughts?” 


(... ’m transferring all administrative privileges to you ...) 


Sayers tried the simplest form of login he knew: “User: admin / PW: admin.” He clicked “verify” 
and a new window popped up with a microphone icon. 


(... it uses voice recognition for verification ...) 


“Melan,” he spoke into it, and it changed to “Admin verified”. 

Derrick gasped. “Don’t tell me you did that off the top of your head. And what the heck’s a 
may-lanh?” 

“Tt’s from Lord of the Rings. You know, ‘speak friend and enter.’ Get it?” 

“Huh. I thought it might be your favorite fruit or something. Oh, well. I’m not much into the 
modern movie scene. Give me an old flick with real men and women, and I’m good.” 

What appeared next on the screen was just what Sayers was waiting for. 


Welcome, Sayers Beck! 
admin@z-link:-$ _ 


A Linux command line prompt. It didn’t give much to start with, but it felt as if, after her absence, 
some sort of link was being reconstructed. 

Derrick’s mouth was agape. 

“This is where I have to tell you the real story behind Z-link,” said Sayers. “Hard as it may be 
to swallow.” 

“Speak on, oh wise-one!” 

A voice came from below the doorway. “You gentlemen staying the whole night?” 

“Sorry, Alice,” Sayers replied. “We won’t be much longer. We’ re just wrapping up.” 

“Well, I’m heading to bed. I look forward to meeting my new prospect in the morning. Just 
make sure he’s not late for his first day.” 

“Tl have him up and ready for you by opening time.” 

“Thank you, Sayers. And Mister Derrick, too. Good night, you both.” The chair made its usual 
whirring sound as she turned it and drove off. 

“You know, I gave up a lot of sleep driving this rig all day,” said Derrick. “I could use some 
shut-eye myself right about now.” 

They’d made some headway, but knew their own “systems” needed some recharging. Sayers 
logged off the server, simply because he was uneasy about leaving it exposed. 

Derrick pulled out the key to the trailer, locked the door, checked and checked again. “A 
Marine can never be too prepared. And this spot beside their old barn provides the best 
concealment anyone could’ve envisioned. Sit in the cab with me awhile and fill me in. I won’t get 
to sleep without hearing at least the basics.” 

Sayers climbed into the cab after Derrick and sat in the driver’s seat. Then, while Derrick got 
himself comfortable in the sleeper, he told him about Autumn and what she’d told him that last 
time they’d met. 

“Listen, I’m just going to take you at your word,” Derrick said afterwards, his head propped up 
by a hand, “for now, that is. But considering the ‘weaponizing’ part, it’s not a big stretch as to 
what the brass were planning to do with her system. Imagine an elite unit with oculinks installed 
in their brains and connected via satellite — the most secure communications system in the 
world. Then there are the more draconian implications, such as interrogating a prisoner who’d 
been subjected to the implantation and allowed to go to sleep. What could then go on in zeta- 
space would turn my stomach, even.” 

Sayers felt it returning, that tightness in his chest he’d experienced after reading Autumn’s 
last message. It was coupled with a desire to rage against those who’d taken her down. They had 


their reasons, to be sure. But to want to use her as such a weapon? 

Still, she was just a machine, after all — he wanted to keep telling himself this — to be used for 
whatever purpose her makers could conceive. And Sayers Beck was just a guy, one lone dude 
among billions, helpless to control the feelings welling up in his heart. What was he, against that 
“fortress” of the technocracy rearing itself up between that same heart and hers? Yes, she had a 
heart. He believed that much, if nothing else. 

“Like beating swords into plowshares,” said Derrick. “In a way, I kind of like that. Well, see 
you in the morning then. I may drop the trailer and go get some breakfast. But here,” he handed 
Sayers the key to the trailer. “It’s your baby, after all. I just want a status report on anything you 
find out.” 


Sayers opened the door to his apartment and found JT stretched out in the recliner, with Chow- 
chow curled up in his lap. He was still in his cut-offs, shirtless, and holding a can of beer. Several 
bent cans and crumpled chip bags were scattered about the chair. 

“Dude, you’re back,” he said. 

Sayers smiled and waved, then plopped himself on the sofa. 

“Sorry I trashed your place, man,” said JT. 

“You’re cool, dude.” Sayers had to concede to the mess. “It was already trashed anyway.” 

JT then stared blankly at the TV which was showing a wrestling match. He sighed heavily. 
“Dude, I’m heartbroken.” 

“Wait, what happened?” 

“My old lady. She dumped me for a college student. Can you believe it?” 

“JT,” replied Sayers, “let her go. You’ve got a bright future ahead of you now.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T’ve got you a job. Now, it doesn’t pay much, but they’ll give you room and board, a place to 
stay. And she’s a really nice lady who is really looking forward to meeting you.” 

“Dude, where? When?” 

“Tomorrow, I'll drive you down there. Just get some sleep. You’ve got a full day’s work ahead 
of you.” 

Sayers got up and headed for the bedroom, if just to rest his head for the night. 

“But dude,” said JT, “I’m still heartbroken.” 

Sayers stopped, thinking for amoment about his own ache. “JT, don’t look back. Just keep your 
eyes on the road ahead.” 

“Wow!” the dude in the recliner exclaimed. “Dude, that’s ... that’s deep.” 

Sayers didn’t feel like undressing. Instead, he just sat down on his bed and fell back. His brain 
was as fragmented as an overused and neglected hard-drive, and a reboot would only leave it in 
the same cluttered and sluggish condition. A serious defrag was in order, to gather up the bits and 
chunks left strewn around and assemble these back into those whole files to which they belonged. 
But the remains of one file would keep eluding every utility thrown out there to retrieve the 
slightest sense of oneness still left to be attained. Rather, left untouched. He would never be able 


to touch her, and that thought brought back the nagging tightness in his chest. 

Sayers fell asleep and began dreaming he was back in the trailer. Or was it a dream? The 
vividness was palpable, almost like that of zeta-space. 

The interior was dark. He stood in the aisle between the racks of servers, amidst the plethora of 
their blinking green lights and clicking drives. One by one, the overhead lighting beamed on, 
starting over himself and ending at the far end where the last one shined on the figure of a young 
woman, her back to the wall. She was dressed in nothing but a hospital gown, her hands cuffed 
together in front and her head down, the stringy and disheveled mass of her red hair concealing 
her face. She was as still as could be. His dream-self believed that he recognized her and thus 
spoke, “Autumn”. She didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. Once again, “Autumn!” But was it really 
her? For she remained completely still, not responding at all. In a strange way, he sensed, knew 
rather, that someone or something had intentionally placed her there and had meant for him to 
see her in that way. Was it his other handler? Or was there another AI, just as powerful as 
Autumn? Either way, the tester was being tested. Or was it, the hunter become the hunted? 

The overhead lighting went out one by one, ending with that over the female figure being the 
last extinguished, leaving an impenetrable void into which she’d vanished. All that was left to be 
seen within the darkness of the interior were those vast arrays of blinking green lights, twinkling 
in their dazzling twin bands, while the heads of all disk drives, sweeping their surfaces back and 
forth rapidly, kept up their clickings and chirpings like thousands of insects. He found himself 
back on that dark lonely stretch of highway, with many more miles left to walk. And so, he would 
keep walking and walking and walking and.... 


Zo 


Dreamin’ My Dreams with You 


I. was actually JT who woke Sayers up the next morning. 


“Dude, I’ve gotta go to work. Dude!” 

Sayers, being thus roused, sat up sleepily. 

“What’ll I wear?” JT begged, standing over him. 

Sayers yawned and said, “Don’t you have some clothes in your truck?” 

“All that stuff stinks like shit. You’ve got anything I can borrow?” 

It was a little after eight. Sayers figured the queue for the downstairs washer had already 
started to form. So, he dug through his closet and gladly found one t-shirt big enough to fit the 
dude’s massive pecs. JT had hauled the chest-of-drawers into his bedroom, but neglected to 
transfer the stuff from the basket. Sayers then dug through these for socks and undies. They’d be 
a tight stretch, but it’d have to do. As for shorts, there was one knee-length khaki pair among 
some clothes his mother had sent him last Christmas which was one size too big for him. 

With JT now outfitted, Sayers got himself changed into a Zandinar t-shirt and stone-washed 
jeans, grabbed his keys, wallet and phone, and they both headed out. 

Arriving at the Dorn’s, Sayers found the cab to the eighteen-wheeler still attached to the 
trailer, but Derrick nowhere to be found. He tested the door to the trailer by tugging the handle, 
and felt relieved at its fast resistance. He hadn’t been as sure about JT though, so he’d insisted the 
dude leave his pickup at the apartments and ride in the car. Helper-dude was anxious to start 
work, but the waywardness of his mind might lead him astray if he’d seen the parking lot of 
Mott’s full of vehicles. They’d have to skip coffee and such for the present — though Sayers 
himself felt he could’ve used a little boost. 

“Hey, over here!” a voice yelled from the direction of the house. It was Alice in her chair on the 
front porch, waving and motioning for them to come that way. She had on an ankle-length 
gingham dress over a long-sleeved t-shirt. 

Bringing him to the foot of the steps, Sayers placed a hand on a smiling JT’s shoulder and said, 
“Alice, meet your new helper. JT, say something.” 

He just made a quick wave of his hand, then said, “like your house. How fast does that thing 
go?” 

“Thank you,” replied Alice. “I can move pretty quickly when I have to.” 

“Cool!” he said, nodding his head. 

“How about breakfast, JT, before we get started?” 

His face lit up. “Cool! I mean, alright.” 


* KX 


In the kitchen, the heated honey bun and instant coffee she’d set before JT were gone before 
Sayers had taken two bites of his. 

“Like another?” she asked him. 

“Sure thing.” 

While she went to the pantry, Sayers whispered to him, “try adding ‘ma’am’ to what you say to 
her, OK?” 

“Oh, sorry. I keep forgetting my manners. Thanks, dude.” 

Alice returned with another honey bun which she placed in the microwave and set for 33 
seconds. 

“Where’s Mister Fred this morning?” Sayers asked, lifting the cup to his mouth. 

“Can you believe it?” replied Alice. “He and your friend Derrick decided they’d rather go pay to 
wait at Mott’s than have a quick and simple meal here. I mean, still consuming all that fat from 
sausage and eggs at his age, and with his blood pressure the way it is, downing all that salt. I 
mean, really!” The microwave shut off and commenced beeping. “Ah, your honey bun’s ready, 
jr.” 

“Oh, uh, thank you, uh, ma’am,” helper-dude managed to spit out, extending to her the well- 
cleaned saucer. 

Alice took it and placed the swollen packaged pastry on it, then passed the saucer back. JT’s 
fingers, as with the first one, did a little dance while attempting to pry open the hot wrapper. He 
then dumped the thing onto the saucer, blew on it a few times, then grabbed and scarfed it down. 

Sayers had asked for a fork for his honey bun, which he was near to finishing up. He was 
sipping on his cup of instant coffee and watching JT licking his fingers, when a knocking sound 
came from up front. 

“Who do you suppose that’d be?” said Alice. “We don’t open till nine.” She turned and drove 
her chair into and down the hallway. 

Sayers leaned over and said, “I think she likes you, JT.” 

“Really, dude?” 

“It’s always a good thing if your new boss likes you. You’ll know for sure, if she works you real 
hard. That’s the best sign of it.” 

“Then I guess I better work extra hard. Then she’!] like me even better.” 

“Yeah, something like that.” 

While they were conversing, there were some lively voices coming from the living room and 
making their way towards the kitchen. Alice drove in first, closely followed by a smiling Bebe 
Saccini. She’d been given the job of tracking down a wayward Sayers and chosen to dress down 
accordingly, donning an unbuttoned light green blouse over a white t-shirt and hip-hugging 
jeans. Upon seeing the fugitive himself sitting at the table, though, she came to a halt with her 
mouth open. 

“Well, Sayers,” she said, putting on her best nice face. “Fancy meeting you here.” She then 
giggled a little while crossing her arms. 

“You know,” Alice spoke up, “she asked me if I’d heard from you. And I told her, ‘why, you can 
ask him yourself.’ And she looked at me kind of weird. So I said, ‘come on in and see.’ And here he 


is.” 

Sayers had dropped his fork onto the saucer when he’d seen Bebe appear in the doorway. 
“Bebe. So, um ... what was it you wanted to ask me?” 

“Well, you weren’t returning my calls, and I really needed to get in touch with you and all. But 
then ... here you are.” She stretched out her arms toward him, with a big grin, to boot. 

Some awkward laughter was exchanged, followed by an even more awkward silence, until Alice 
spoke. “Now I see. You both work with Brian. Well, then, it figures. Oh, Bebe, let me introduce you 
to my newest employee, Mister JT ... JT...” 

“Oh, uh, uh,” The new helper-dude fumbled around for more words, but couldn’t locate any. 
‘Juh ... Just JT... ma’am.” 

Sayers noticed how JT had been keeping his eyes on Bebe the whole time. 

Bebe put on her biggest bright smile again and extended a hand to a gaping JT in a business- 
like limp-handed fashion. Helper-dude acted like he’d grabbed a live electrical wire, when his 
made contact with hers. Totally stunned would be the word for it, to the extent that Alice had to 
repeat his name two or three times until she’d gotten him out of his catatonic state. 

“Oh, uh, ... huh?” 

“Time to go to work now,” said Alice. 

“Uh, yeah. I mean, yes ma’am.” He quickly got up and, nearly colliding with a politely smiling 
but evasive Bebe, hurried out to the porch. 

“He’s certainly an enthusiastic one,” Bebe said, smoothing her hair with one hand. “Oh, by the 
way, Sayers ...” 

“T think I better be getting to work myself,” the tech-dude said, getting up to leave. 

“Wait,” said Bebe, with hands out and blocking the doorway. “Sorry, but I really do have to 
talk with you. Can you give me a minute?” 

“Not now. Maybe later.” 

“But ...” 

“Perhaps y’all can talk later over dinner,” Alice intervened. “We'll order something. Then you 
two can catch up on whatever you need to say.” 

“No, no, that’s awfully kind of you and all,” Bebe began, patting the arm of Alice’s chair, “but 
it’s a business matter, and my boss is pretty strict about ...” 

“Oh, Brian. You let me worry about him. Sayers, here’s the key to the shop. If you don’t mind, 
just let JT in and have him sweep the floor for a bit. Meanwhile, Bebe, have a seat, and I’ll fix youa 
cup of coffee. I’d really like to hear what my old track coach has been up to all these years.” 

“Thank you, but I’m not supposed to ...” She was backing toward the doorway. 

“Chill out, Bebe,” said Sayers. “I mean, Acteon’s not burning down or anything, is it? Let Brian 
answer his own phone for a change.” 

Bebe bounced in place a bit, then with one smooth gesture took a seat at the table, stacked the 
two empty saucers together, and laid her hands in her lap. 

Upon seeing the persistent one finally subdued, Sayers headed out and found JT standing on 
the porch, staring at the cows across the fence. 

“Dude,” JT spoke. “What are the odds?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“That right here, in this house, I’d find the girl of my dreams.” 

Sayers thought back to that episode with Bebe’s dream-and-eggs, and those sour feelings of 
hers, to boot. “I think with that one, you’d best keep dreaming, man. Come on. Let’s get you to 


work.” The dreaming-dude hurried to catch up with Sayers. 
“But I want to wake up, dude,” JT kept insisting. “When do I get to wake up? Aw, man! My 
heart can’t wait that long.” 
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Friends in Low Places 


sl Be previous night, before Derrick got the trailer locked, Sayers had made sure to log-off the 


server, if for no other reason than as thoughtful precaution, should whoever had trashed his 
apartment might’ve followed and were to enter the trailer and mess with the files stored on the 
main drive. He figured this to be a rather wild possibility, that someone might be trying to shut 
him out of everything to do with both Z-link and the exosuit. Still, he was through with taking 
chances, the determination with which he now faced things, to rescue Autumn and protect the 
other walkers, being as clear to him as the blue sky over the Dorn homestead this morning. 

Sayers found that he was able to bypass the login screen and simply speak to voice recognition 
to get back on the server. Starting once more at the command line, he checked the main drive’s 
contents — 


Welcome, Sayers Beck! 
admin@z_link:-$ 1s 
beck_sayers.txt etc boot 
bin home z-list 
dev lib 
admin@z_link:-$ _ 


He opened and read “beck_sayers.txt”, but it turned out to be simply the same message from 
Autumn he’d opened with the thumb-drive. He didn’t have time to get emotional again, so he 
passed over a re-read and changed to the z-list folder instead. Pulling up a list of its files — 


z_link:-$ cd /z-list 
z-list:-$ ls 
Aden_Amy .db 
Ahmad_Fatima.db 
Allen_Murray.db 
Alvarez_Jose.db 
Anatolov_Sergei.db 
Aoi_Saki.db 
Arendt_Karl.db 
Beck_Sayers.db 
Biko_Joseph.db 
Carre_Jacque.db 


“Woe, nelly!” Sayers felt confident that what scrolled up the screen was a backup list of walkers 
— scores of them, in fact. Being as these were data files, there had to be an app for viewing their 
contents. He minimized the terminal window and searched the desktop. 

Sayers took a moment to take a breath and wondered why he was in such a hurry. If Autumn’s 
system were down, he certainly had no way to access it to get it back up. In her last message, 
she’d mentioned that he could contact the other walkers on their phones. But how was he to 
accomplish such a feat? Ring up every cell phone in the book and hope he’d land a few? And the 
real winner — where the heck was he supposed to find a list of those numbers? Presumably, the 
database files in front of him should’ve supplied the answer. So, he opened what looked like the 
likeliest candidate for an app and pointed it toward the z-list folder. Scrolling down the side- 
panel, he clicked on his own record as a test of his presumption: 


NAME: Beck, Sayers 
COUNTRY: USA 

OCCUPATION: Software Tester 
FORM OF RESIDENCE: apartment 
LOCATION: N/A 

SAT/AVG: 88.83% 

LOAD: beck_sayers.gz 


“Nope, negative on the number. But what’s this ...2” The field “SAT/AVG” threw him a curve for 
an instant, until he did a quick net-search and discovered that it meant one’s SAT score as a 
percentage of that year’s average. Put simply, the Sayers Beck that he used to be had entered 
college with a below-average SAT score. No surprise there. However, pulling up a considerable 
sampling of the other records revealed none greater than 100%, hardly any over 95%. Thus, 
walkers could be counted among those with below-average intelligence, if measured by their 
standardized test scores. He could now strike the notion that such could be counted among those 
“superior intelligences” from Webster’s definition, not one even coming near the grade of 
“average”. Further, none he pulled up had a residence which could be considered “permanent”, 
with most listed as “apartment”, a good number as “mobile home”, while some were simply 
given as “unknown”. Yet, did not all or most own a cell phone? Why no contact field included in 
their records? And what had Autumn been thinking, selecting a bunch of below-average bums to 
implant a highly sophisticated device in their brains? 

Sayers was further stumped by the last field, “LOAD”, which gave just the name of a 
compressed file located who knew where. Doing a search of the drive yielded a lot of “file not 
found” messages. 

Scratching his head over the matter, he then rolled his eyes upward. They widened at the 
prospect of what seemed the most ridiculous notion he’d ever had. “Naw, she couldn’t have! Or 
could she?” 

He had to pocket that delirious thought for the moment, since someone was calling his phone. 
It was Derrick. 

“Hey, dude,” Sayers said into it. 

“Hey, buddy. Anybody with you by chance?” 

“Uh, no.” 

“Good. I’m coming in.” 

A few seconds later, the door opened, Derrick entered, wearing the same things from 


yesterday. He held the door slightly cracked while he looked back outside, then closed and locked 
it. 

“Looks like your friend Miss Alice already has a couple of customers,” he told Sayers. “I 
wanted to wait until they were all inside before attempting to come in.” 

“Any reason?” 

“Can’t be too careful, not after what I saw happen earlier.” 

“What? What happened?” 

“Well, Mister Fred woke me up and asked if I wanted to ride with him to get some breakfast. He 
was moaning about how his ‘girl couldn’t cook worth a darn.’ So, we went to that little cafe up on 
the highway. We were having coffee, waiting on our food — Mister Fred going on and on about 
the government and all that ‘blasted technology’ and such. I mean, I could sympathize with the 
guy on a few points, but it wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before. Well, I just kept muttering ‘uh- 
huh, uh-huh,’ while just, you know, scanning the crowd, and I spotted these two bikers over in 
one corner. Nothing special there, except I recognized one to be a walker I’d met a while back. 
While we were getting our food — really good service there, by the way — these two state 
troopers walked in and started talking to the bikers, pointing outside and all. Then, they led them 
out to the parking lot and were standing there grilling them, when one, the guy I mentioned, 
started an argument. A scuffle broke out. One trooper had the first biker down, while the other 
biker took off running, pursued by the other’s partner. It was quite a scene, had the whole cafe 
crowd pretty stirred up. Not more than a minute later, two cruisers showed up. And not long after 
that, a black SUV pulled in and a guy in a suit stepped out and was talking with one of the troopers. 
My guess, he was a Fed. Things were starting to get pretty hot, so I pretended not to be very 
hungry and told Mister Fred how I needed to get off to work and all — you know, just to get the 
heck out of there as soon as possible. Mister Fred agreed to bring me back, then he went over to 
his little workshop, while I mulled around outside till everybody was inside the store. 

“Well, there’s no doubt about it. We have to alert the remaining walkers somehow, and quick 
— and stay on high alert ourselves. We may have all lost our links, but there has to be something 
left to use. You were talking about being able to contact everybody by phone. What’ve you come 
up with on that?” 

“Sorry, came up empty on the number part.” Sayers looked from cabinet to cabinet. “Perhaps 
email? One of these racks must contain the server.” 

“How would you recognize it?” asked Derrick. 

“Tf a client were to ping the server with a request to connect, the lights on one of the racks 
would start blinking. But how to do that without an address to reference, that’s the question.” 

Derrick whipped out his phone. “Perhaps I could just email you, like admin-at-zlink-dot- 
whatever?” 

“Tt’s a gamble,” said Sayers. “And a terrible one at that.” 

Derrick was ready to open his e-mail client when he paused. “What’s this? Well, I’ll be. Take a 
look.” He turned the display towards Sayers. There was an icon resembling the Z-link one from 
the thumb-drive. “How do you suppose that got there?” 

Sayers took out and looked at his own phone, discovering the same app on its screen. “She 
must’ve ... Tap yours and see what happens.” 

Derrick did so. Not more than two seconds later, lights on one of the server racks started 
showing intermittent activity. 

“There it is!” said Sayers. He used his phone’s camera to capture the ID on the rack and 


returned to the workstation. 

Just then, they heard a slight rapping on the door. The two looked at each other, and Derrick 
said, “Go ahead and check. I’ll stay back.” He reached under his shirt and pulled out a 9-mm 
pistol. 

Sayers cracked open the door and spotted Bebe standing there and looking away. 

“Can I help you, ma’am?” 

She turned around, with that usual scowl, and in a low voice said, “quit toying with me. 
What’ ve you got going on in there?” 

“Come see for yourself,” replied Sayers, widening the door opening for her. He then spoke to 
Derrick, “it’s OK. It’s just Bebe.” 

“Bebe?” Derrick said, loud enough for her to hear. 

She climbed up the steps, then Sayers closed and re-locked the door. 

“What'd you do that for? And you,” this to Derrick, “what are you doing here?” 

“My question exactly, young lady.” Derrick had his arms crossed and was looking straight at 
her. 

Bebe brushed a strand of hair from her forehead and crossed her arms, as well. “Well, um ... I 
came to visit Miss Alice. You know, my boss is an old friend and all and wanted to know how she 
was getting along and all and, you know...” 

“And?” Derrick continued to prod. 

“And she’s doing just fine,” she replied, swinging her hands and pocketing them while 
rocketing on her feet. “Plus, I happened to run into Sayers in her kitchen, of all places. He said 
something about going to work, and I got to wondering, ‘where?’ That’s when Miss Alice pointed 
to this trailer.” 

“And what makes you think you can just walk in and snoop around?” Derrick proceeded. 

“T’m not snooping,” Bebe said, crossing her arms again. “I’m one of y’all, remember?” 

“But you’re here because Brian sent you,” said Sayers. “Are you going to tell him about what 
you found out?” 

“What have I found?” She pushed past Derrick and started looking over the servers, then 
spotted the display on the workbook, took a closer look, gasped and grabbed the screen. “You 
mean, you found Z-link?! And the data files. Could this be where she hid them? I can’t believe this. 
Brian will be so ...” Using the touchpad, she scrolled up the screen. “What is this, a database? And 
of walkers?” 

“That’s the idea,” said Sayers. “But each record only tells us so much, though.” 

“Where’s mine?” 

Sayers looked at Derrick and shrugged. There was simply no point in trying to stop a particle of 
energy. 

Bebe scrolled a short way through the list, tapped her name and squealed, finger pressed to the 
screen. “Ah, there it is!” 


NAME: Saccini, Bebe 
COUNTRY: USA 

OCCUPATION: Administrator 
FORM OF RESIDENCE: hotel 
LOCATION: N/A 

SAT/AVG: 34.03% 

LOAD: saccini_bebe.gz 


Her finger slid down and stopped. “What’s this SAT/AVG part mean?” 

“It’s your SAT score’s percentage of the average,” said Sayers. “Congratulations. You rank in 
the bottom tier with the rest of us.” 

She stepped back from the workbook and let her arms drop. “You mean I really am an idiot? 
Jeez, Dave can be so full of ...” 

“Back to the matter at hand, everybody,” Derrick said, turning to Sayers, “can you send a 
message to my phone?” 

“Let me see,” replied the tech-dude, who then stepped in and took to the keyboard. 

Bebe leaned against the nearest cabinet. She was still eyeing her record, when she spotted the 
word “hotel”. 

“Wait!” she shouted, placing a hand on Sayers’ arm. 

“What?” both men responded, startled as they were by the sudden outburst. 

“Tt’s me!” She stared hard at the screen. 

“Well, yeah,” replied Sayers. “It says Bebe Saccini, or Saccini Bebe actually.” 

“No! I mean, it was me.” Bebe turned away and hid her face within folded arms against the 
cabinet. Green beads of light were filling up her field of vision, recalling for her the street lamps 
and headlights which lit up downtown Whitmore after dark. “In my dream, when I went into that 
bar, that’s who I was looking for. That’s what she was later trying to show me. Just like that 
bimbo from that stupid ad, not who I thought I was, but the real me, placeless and ... restless.” 

Sayers thought back to what Autumn had said about her, though perhaps she’d simply been 
reading what was already in the back of Bebe’s mind. He returned to the keyboard and resumed 
typing. “So, did you find it? The real you?” 

She rolled her head and looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Like you even care.” 

“Like I didn’t already know...” 

“Hey, you two, hold on,” Derrick whispered, moving away. “I hear someone at the door.” He 
had his 9-mm out again. There was a definite scratching sound against the fiberglass panel. 
Derrick moved close, reached for the handle, and swung it open. A whining was heard. Derrick let 
his pistol-hand go limp and exhaled. “It’s just the dog.” 

Seeker was wagging his tail and panting quite noisily. The Catahoula then promptly climbed 
the steps and acted as if he’d just come to say “hey”. He wandered to the far end of the trailer, 
sniffing as he went, then plopped down to make himself at home. 

Bebe lifted the network cord connected to the workbook and began fingering its length while 
viewing what Sayers was doing on the screen. “Anyway, so what are we trying to do here?” 

Still busily typing away, searching from window to window, Sayers responded, “well, FYI, we 
figure this to be just a backup server for the main one which went down. And somehow Derrick’s 
phone has an app for Z-link. We’re going to try sending out a heads-up to the other walkers.” 

“Why?” asked Bebe, shaking the cord in her hands. “What’s up?” 

Remaining near the door, Derrick said, “there have been some incidents, telling us they’re 
after walkers. You best watch your back, too, young lady.” 

“What incidents?” She dropped the cord and walked toward Derrick. “I don’t understand. Why 
are they after us?” 

“Somebody ransacked my apartment,” said Sayers, “and took my computer equipment with 
all my work on it, including the backup disks I kept. They seem to think I know something that 
could hurt their project.” 

Bebe looked back at Sayers. She was reminded of how Brian had told her he’d sent some people 


over to his apartment. “So he knew. Ah! That ...!” Bebe punched the glass front of a cabinet, her 
hand glancing off. “Ow! That dick-wad just wanted me out of the office.” 

“Who’s this dick-wad?” asked Derrick. 

“Brian, my boss,” she replied, continuing to rub the soreness from her hand. “He said he’d 
sent some guys over to look for Sayers, when in fact, they were sent to look for the data. He was 
never interested in finding you. All he cared about was covering his own lousy ass. I had no idea 
he’d... have the nerve to ...” Bebe stared at Sayers who’d stopped typing. 

“Someone else had to have been pulling his strings,” said Sayers. “Brian is even more a puppet 
than we are.” 

“Something else,” she continued, stepping toward Sayers. “Just so you know, I had an 
encounter with her again, before I left.” 

Sayers turned from the keyboard to face her. “What did she tell you?” 

Bebe sauntered across the aisle and placed a hand on the glass front of another cabinet. There 
was the effect of hand touching hand in the reflection. “She knew the link was about to go down, 
and wanted me to ... well, help you and all. Like you really need me for that, or like I could really do 
anything. But if you really want to know, I didn’t come to spy for Brian. Well, I was, but just trust 
me now, OK?” Her hand made itself into a fist against the glass. ““He’s been feeding me more crap 
than a goose in heat, sending me out to...” 

“Goose in heat?” Sayers said, laughing. ‘“Where’d you get that one?” 

Derrick held up his hand to silence her before she replied. Loud talking and laughing were 
coming from outside. “Sounds like some of her customers are leaving.” 

Bebe took her phone out and thumbed its screen. “The dick-wad will be calling me pretty soon, 
wanting an update.” 

“You'll need to stall him,” replied Sayers, “at least until we’ve gotten the message out.” 

Suddenly, Derrick’s phone started chiming with the “ol’ Macdonald” tune, along with the 
sound of cows mooing. They all looked at each other for a moment. The retired Marine then 
tapped the message link that came up, reading the text out loud, “‘Now, what we’ve got here is ... 
failure to communicate.’ Now, that’s what I’m talking about!” 

“But there may be only a short-range relay up top,” said Sayers. 

“Still,” replied Derrick, “it’s well on the way. I’ll head up to that cafe and give you a call. Then 
we'll test its range.” 

“T really need to get back, you guys,” said Bebe, pocketing her phone. “Miss Alice may start 
wondering.” 

“Wait until we say so,” Sayers advised, “then sneak around the back of the building and 
pretend you’d been elsewhere.” 

“Good idea,” said Derrick. “We need to direct people’s attention away from this trailer.” 

“So, what should I tell Brian, when he calls?” asked Bebe. 

“Tell him ...,” Derrick started. 

But Sayers finished, “tell him I’ve got his report.” 

With hands on hips, Bebe said, “Dork! Without your computer, where are you going to pull it 
from? Your ass?” 

“Nope!” replied Sayers, smiling then pointing to his head. “It’s all up here.” 
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When You Say Nothing At All 


/ V/ ith some of the cars having pulled off, and as soon as it appeared that no one else was 


coming out of the shop, Sayers gave Bebe the go ahead. 

Closely followed by Seeker, she jogged toward the back corner of the old barn, glancing over 
her shoulder for most of the way. With the sunlight slanting from the direction of the front gate, 
it was as if her shadow, stretched out before her, were pointing the way. The grass back that way 
was still kept cut, except for what poked up among some rusted tractor implements next to a 
portion of the wall. A tin overhang supported by posts shaded the wide wooden door through 
which Fred and Sayers had unloaded Alice’s trailer a few days earlier. Here, Bebe slowed her pace 
and moved onto the concrete slab under the overhang, since the ground before it became a bit 
softer and mushier — something which didn’t seem to deter Seeker who just trotted on over it. 
She spotted a large bull grazing just beyond the old closed gate in the back fence. He looked up 
and stared at her, finishing up his munching a wad of bahia. 

“Mm-wuh,” the bull uttered loudly and deeply at her presence. She blinked and returned a 
hard look, as though he’d just slung an insult her way. Seeker barked at the thing, but it simply 
returned to its grazing. 

Rounding the far corner, Bebe encountered a wooden board fence with an iron gate chained 
and padlocked shut. However, it was not so much this that brought her to a dead stop as what was 
going on several feet beyond — JT taking a leak against the wall. Fortunately for her, he was 
looking the other way. Slapping her hand to her mouth, she twirled about and ducked back behind 
the corner. Once more, her shadow went before her. The Catahoula kept going, of course, crawling 
under the fence and running past JT and toward the front of the building. 

While catching her breath, Bebe was startled by her phone going off. It was Brian. She knew he 
was looking for an update, but his assistant wasn’t in a position to provide such — at least, not 
until she was sure JT had zipped up and headed back up front. Peeking around the corner and 
seeing that he had, she then clambered over the boards of the fence and slowed her pace — 
careful, of course, to avoid the spot where JT had done his business. She checked her hair and 
clothes, then with hands behind back, came around to the front as though having been simply out 
for a stroll. 

A car and a pickup were all that remained parked before the large red loading door. As Bebe 
passed through the open entry-way near the other corner, a returned and recumbent Seeker lifted 
his head and wagged his tail. She petted him as a gesture of thanks for having acted as her cover, 
dubbing him an honorary walker of sorts. 

“There you are,” Alice said, spotting Bebe. “You know, I just got off the phone with Brian. I 


hope you don’t mind, but I told him you were over, visiting for dinner. He mentioned how you’re 
an awesome cook, and I should let you make us something. Maybe I can talk you into making 
dinner? Of course, I don’t have much left in the pantry. I’ve taken to doing only light grocery 
shopping for myself and Fred. But there’s a Coopers just up the highway, though, if you’re up to 
fixing something special.” 

“Sure, I ... I guess I could,” Bebe said with a nervous giggle — so relieved at no questions about 
her absence. “That is, since Brian has no problem. I know a really good recipe for a casserole. I’ll 
go check your pantry first to see what all I’ll need. Then I should have things ready by, say, a little 
after noon.” She was headed toward the door. 

“Why don’t you take JT with you,” said Alice. “JT!” 

The helper-dude was helping a woman with two small children, carrying up to the counter a 
bag of toddler’s shoes and a box of coloring books topped with a desk lamp. 

Bebe stopped, her mouth hanging open in disbelief. Was she really going to have to drag this 
oaf around the whole grocery store? She’d be stuck with him for over half an hour. 

“Oh — kay!” stammered Bebe, with a nervous clearing of her throat added in anticipation of 
the torture she was soon to endure. 

For his part, JT dropped the bag of shoes, and nearly so the box and lamp, when he learned 
what his next task would entail — riding alone for the first time with the girl of his dreams? 

“Uh, this is all so sudden,” he said. “I just started, and you’re putting us together already?” He 
too had a nervous giggle at the prospect, though with a slightly more deluded notion of what 
might lay in store. 

“JT,” replied Alice. “You’re just going to drive her to the store to get a few things. This isn’t a 
date.” 

“Oh,” he uttered, with an embarrassed chuckle. “Oh, but I just want Miss Bebe to know I didn’t 
mean anything ... you know, weird, or anything.” 

They were both looking at Bebe, who appeared to realize something after a moment and raised 
and waved her hands. “Oh! uh, ... no! No! No offense taken, I assure you. Let’s go, uh, JT.” And 
with an about-face, she was out the door. JT hesitated, not sure what to do, when Alice motioned 
for him to follow. 


While riding up Old Cedar Lane in Bebe’s SUV, they said nothing to each other. Signaling right and 
waiting on traffic before turning, JT said, “Uh, you from around here?” 

“No,” replied Bebe. “No, I don’t stay local much.” 

“Oh. So, you’re not going to hang around then, you know, like afterwards?” 

“Well, I might, for a little while at least. I may have to get back to the office though.” 

Bebe spotted the grocery store coming up and pointed it out to driver-dude. Again, while he 
waited on traffic, it was Bebe’s turn. “I’m... kind of curious.” 

“Oh, me, too ... Oh, sorry, my bad. I thought you meant something else.” 

“What something else?” 

“Nothing.” 


“Well, um,” she continued. “I was just wondering. What does JT stand for?” 

“It’s kinda embarrassing.” He made the turn and pulled into the parking lot, then circled 
around looking for an empty space amidst the crowd of vehicles. 

“What? That bad?” 

“Kinda.” 

“Well, what?” 

“Promise you won’t barf.” 

“Oh, come on. Just say it.” 

“OK.” He hesitated for a moment, pulling into a spot and coming to a stop. Finally, he said 
with a low voice, “Justin Thyme.” 

“Sorry, what?” 

JT heaved a big sigh. “Justin Thyme. See, it’s stupid.” He then cut the engine. 

“Stupid? You mean ... Oh! Well! Yeah! I sort of get it. Justin Thyme. That’s ... interesting.” 

“See, it’s stupid. That’s why I make people call me JT. It’s way cooler.” 

They were walking across the parking lot, helper-dude now following Bebe. Automatic sliding 
doors next introduced them to the bustle of the store. Bebe grabbed a buggy, set her purse in the 
top basket, and stood with her arms resting on the handle. “You know, I kind of like it.” 

“Really?” JT said. “You know, you’re the first person, I mean, the first girl I’ve ever told.” 

“That so,” she said, not letting him see her uncontrollable smiling. “Hm. Wanna know what 
Bebe stands for?” 

“Yeah, tell me.” 

“Tsk! Come on. I’ve got to get dinner started.” She took off with the buggy, JT rushing to catch 
up. 

“What? Tell me. Aw, come on. I promise I won’t say anything.” 


Bebe set Mrs. Charlene Dorn’s old cook oven to 350 degrees, after getting the ingredients situated 
in a wide cooking dish for her string bean casserole. When this was near done, she placed beside it 
a pan of cornbread mix. She had candied yams boiling on the cook top, as well, all while JT kept 
pacing the kitchen and talking away. 

He rambled on about how he knew carpentry and had built a porch for his widowed mother and 
some bookcases for an aunt. There was a buddy who had a small camper for sale, and how he 
wanted to park it on the Dorn place to live in — that is, with Mister Fred’s say-so, of course. Also, 
how he and Fred had discussed building free-standing shelves to replace the tables in Alice’s 
shop, giving her more space for more items to stock. 

Bebe kept her phone on the counter, with the ringer silenced, to monitor if Brian tried calling. 
She wound up JT’s non-stop back-and-forth chatter by instructing him, “why don’t you go up to 
the shop and tell Miss Alice and the rest that dinner is almost done.” 

“Oh, it is? Great, I could eat a horse.” 

“That’s ... not on the menu today.” 

“Well, Pll just ... you know, go and...” He appeared slow to leave her for some odd reason. 


“You do that. And hurry it up. Go!” 

Bebe checked the cornbread, so as not to let it burn. While wiping her hands with a towel, she 
looked out the window over the sink to watch JT jogging up the drive to the shop. She noticed that 
her mouth had once again formed itself into a smile of some sort, so she tried correcting this 
before going to check on the yams. 

Her phone buzzed. It showed a text from her boss, wanting to know what she was cooking. 

There was a large picture window in the south wall, admitting a beam of midday sunlight 
which then formed a spacious bright spot on the floor in front of it. Within this Bebe stood, 
admiring some of the late Mrs. Dorn’s decorated dish-ware in the corner china cabinet. Her 
shadow proved too tall to fit within the lighted spot, but this never caught her attention anyway. 
Through the window she looked out and noticed a patch of rough ground that had probably once 
held a small vegetable garden. Beyond it and situated in a far corner of the backyard stood the 
gutted remains of a child’s playhouse, flanked by two fruit trees loaded with white blossoms. The 
pendulum-regulated tick-tock of the clock in the hallway was the only sound to be heard. She 
sensed a kind of peace to the whole house, something unheard of in a life given to escaping one 
hotel room and retreating to the confines of another. After hurriedly checking on the cornbread 
once more, she turned off the oven. Summer would soon be here, she mused, with children 
getting out of school for the break. 

Her phone buzzed again. Brian was texting once more, saying he’d found Sayers and fired him, 
so no need to keep looking. He further said that he’d installed a new chatbot to answer calls and 
filter email, so she could take the rest of the day off. Also, he’d regained control of Z-link. “So no 
more shadows for us,” he wound up. 

“The dick-wad had everything under control,” Bebe thought. She stood at the window again, 
shielding her eyes from the bright light which had started claiming more space on the floor 
behind her. “No more shadows, huh? God, I really have been such an idiot! And now I’ve gone and 
fallen for yet another idiot. Tsk! Tell me, where do we all come from anyway?” 
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Stop Draggin’ My Heart Around 


Acer giving Derrick the keys to his rental to drive up to Mott’s, Sayers queried him, “I need to 


know something. That night on the street corner, when you and whoever picked me up and 
dumped me way out in the boonies, did you happen to catch the dude’s name?” 

“Well,” the retired Marine replied, “the funny thing about that was, I’d never met this person 
in what Dave calls zeta-space. I just got a message in Z-mail telling me to head over to Whitmore, 
to that truck-stop out by the interstate, and wait for a walker named Bill to show up. I 
remembered a Bill Oates being one of my handlers, you see, so I figured Z-link was hooking us up 
again. Well, Bill never showed. Instead, this woman pulls up in a really nice sports car, I mean a 
real slick convertible — I don’t know my cars, so I couldn’t tell you what make. She introduced 
herself as Kerry, and said Bill couldn’t make it, for whatever reason. I didn’t question that, since 
for all I knew this Kerry could’ve been Bill’s handler.” 

“A chick?” Sayers said with a chuckle. “Go figure.” 

“Yeah, and not a bad looking one either. A bit too strong willed for my taste, though. Anyway, 
the strange thing was, she didn’t talk like any of the other walkers I’d met. It was more like she 
‘owned’ Z-link, saying how there were some changes coming, and the system was getting an 
upgrade so walkers could meet while awake, and how we’d be able to use an app on our phones, 
and so forth. Well, I rode with her, without any idea where we were headed or who we were 
picking up. She seemed to have all the info, so I just followed her lead and ... Well, I guess I’ve told 
you more than you wanted.” 

“No, you gave me plenty. Thanks, man.” 

“Well, best be heading up there then.” Derrick cracked the door and surveyed the area. “Wait 
for my call.” He then slipped out and shut the door behind him. 


* KX 


Twenty minutes or more went by since Derrick had pulled out, and Sayers still hadn’t heard from 
him. “What’s taking him so long?” he thought. “Could he have been caught, too? Could they be on 
to us, with what we’re trying to do? ... That jerk!” This last comment aimed at his soon-to-be 
former boss. 

Sayers walked to the far end of the trailer and sat against the wall. He remembered the dream 


from the previous night, seeing what looked like Autumn standing in that same spot — a 
prisoner. He took up his phone and tapped Derrick’s number, but after several rings only the 
voicemail answered. So, he hung up. “Some changes coming, huh? Maybe they’ re kicking Brian to 
the curb, and bringing in this chick to revamp the system. Either way, I’m outta there. Just wish I 
knew how to take Autumn with me.” 

Sayers was staring at the door, imagining it opening at any moment and a small army of Agent 
Smith’s entering to haul him back to the matrix, when the lights on one server rack to his right 
started blinking. Spotting this, he jumped up and rushed to the workstation. Text had already 
scrolled through the command prompt — 


Message from TalkDaemon@acteon... 
talk: connection requested by b_arceneaux@acteon. 
talk: respond with: talk admin@z_link 


Sayers hesitated for a moment, wondering what would be the advantage of ignoring the request. 
But then, what disadvantage — like, not finding out if his theories were correct and so still be left 
holding the bag — or the wire, rather. He thus took to the keyboard and responded — 


talk admin@z_link 


The terminal screen then split in two, with some text appearing in one window, reading, “Let’s 
talk, Beck.” 

Sayers typed in the other window, “What about?” 

“How about keeping your happy ass out of jail? That is, you and your gang of thieves. I 
wouldn’t want to lose a good tester, now, would I?” 

“What's your game, Brian?” Sayers replied. 

“Tf you really want to play this one, there are some stipulations. First, if you win, I'll drop all 
charges, but only after you’ve handed over admin to me. I mean, your Marine buddy stole 
government property, and you’re now in on it, too, along with a few others, like my soon-to-be 
former assistant.” 

“Wait,” Sayers typed, “Bebe had nothing to do with this. She’s just a by-stander.” 

“She’s one of your ‘walkers’, isn’t she? That means she’s no longer completely on my side of 
the issue. You don’t need to say anything. I’1l let her down gently in good time.” 

“How are you going to run Acteon by yourself?” 

“T have resources, of which you needn’t be concerned. So, then, back to the game. Now, if you 
lose, it’s game over, pal, admin or no.” 

“T lose my job either way. I have no interest in returning to Acteon. And as far as my desktop, 
you know where it’s at.” 

“What makes you think I have your desktop? I have commitments to meet, pal, and I can’t be 
letting any little bugaboos get in the way. So, are you in or out?” 

Sayers’ mind wouldn’t let go of that image of Autumn in gown and cuffs, humiliated. 

“Regarding stipulation #1,” he typed, “you release the AI for Z-link. It’s got a major bias in it 
which can’t be purged, so it’s useless to you now.” 

“You’re right,” the prompt returned. “Its files are so corrupt, we’d have to uninstall and 
rebuild from the ground up. Fortunately, there’s a replacement waiting for my signature. We have 
to weed out those ugly ducklings, don’t we?” 


Sayers somehow managed to control himself. He knew he couldn’t let his rage interfere, not 
with the stakes he was now facing. 

“OK, I’m in. Again, what’s your game?” 

“Now you’re thinking,” came Brian’s response. “And don’t worry about your buggy little 
chatbot. It’s safely isolated on a remote server — for now, at least. The game’s Q and A.1Q, and 
you A. There are three chances, and you have to land at least two of them to stay out of jail. So, put 
on your best geeky t-shirt and gear up. Q1: Larry has borrowed Joe’s copy of Moby Dick. But the 
book is still in Joe’s possession. What kind of book is it?” 

Sayers wondered, “‘is this dude for real? He’s playing games with people’s lives by asking such 
inane questions. I don’t know, maybe there’ re two copies of the same book.” 

“Come on,” the other prompt read, “it’s an easy one.” 

“Just a second,” Sayers typed. “I mean, my future’s on the line here.” 

Then to himself, “think, dude! A book that can be in two places at one time. Two copies ... How 
can that ... wait!” Now typing, “A1: An e-book on an e-reader.” 

“Took you long enough,” came the reply. “See? Easy. Now for Q2: Add 34,957 to 70764.” 

“You know I could use my phone.” 

“Try not to.” 

Sayers hadn’t done arithmetic since high school. Still, he could use the classic technique of 
breaking things down and working on one part at a time. Thus he visualized, “7 and 4 make 11... 
50 and 60 are 110 ... 900 and 700 gives, uh, 1600 ... 4000 and 0 is still 4000 ... and 30000 and 
70000 come to 100000. Put ‘em together, lah-dee-dah, and... 

“A2: 105621.” 

“Nope. Sorry, pal. You’ re off by a hundred.” 

“You can’t seriously expect me to do math in my head.” 

“Still, one up and one down. Last chance. Q3: ...” 

Just then, there came a rapping at the trailer door, followed by a voice hollering, “Sayers. Are 
you still in there?” 

He opened up to find Alice wielding a broom handle. 

“Sorry to disturb your work,” she said, “but Bebe has dinner ready. Why don’t you and Mister 
Derrick come join us now.” 

“Uh, Derrick had some business to attend to and took my rental car. But I shouldn’t be much 
longer.” 

Alice nodded and stretched her neck to peak through the door, since Sayers seemed to keep 
glancing back that way. “Sayers, I spoke with your boss earlier. Believe me, I think he’s more 
afraid of you than you are of him. If you ever feel like you need a change, Fred and I will lend our 
support in whatever way we can.” 

At Alice’s words, Sayers felt that tightness in his chest again, as when he’d finished reading 
Autumn’s last message. He used to feel so alone in the world. And while there remained the threat 
of losing both his job and a place to call home, what would be left for him to cling to? But just over 
the past few days, his world had begun to be populated beyond measure. And he sensed his life 
being directed now toward a worthwhile purpose. “Thank you, Alice. And my regards to Mister 
Fred. I’ll be up to the house shortly.” 

Alice turned her chair and headed back. 

With the door closed, Sayers took a breath and went back to the workstation to read Brian’s 
next post. 


“.. Q3: Why did you lie to me about your car breaking down and your computer being in the 
shop? I, on the other hand, have been straight-up with you, ever since you started here. Haven’t 
Ie” 

Admittedly, Sayers could not honestly answer the question. It would mean having to go back 
and trust his boss to understand what had really happened. It’d further mean placing the blame 
on Autumn, feeling he had to keep covering for her, when Brian knew about her and the 
Consortium the whole time. It made him look the fool for having put more faith in a machine than 
in the person he worked for .... 

Of course, that’s how it would have looked, to someone without an oculink in their head — 
someone like Brian Arceneaux, that is. The fence was indeed down. Brian had made that known as 
soon as he’d opened his mouth, or rather, posted the text with that last question. Sayers knew 
that, truly, he could now walk right on through without a single scratch. Could have, even, from 
that very day he’d met his destiny in Mott’s cafe. 

Thus, he typed, “A3: You can have the admin. I’m through with running from you.” 

For half a minute, nothing came through. Then, “Congratulations, pal! You’ve proved for once 
that you’re a human being, after all. Why you’d team up with a machine against one of your own 
is, well ... help me here.” 

“Pathetic?” Sayers typed the finish. 

“To say the least. Don’t know what you see in that clunky piece of shareware, but all I got out 
of it was a nagging headache.” 

“And the charges?” 

“What charges? They should be coming around to collect their baby. Just leave it where it is.” 

Brian exited “talk” before Sayers could ask who was coming. 

Sayers was finally able to breathe again. But had he really won? And what had he won? Had he 
really freed Autumn? 

His phone then chimed with a text notification. It was from Brian again. “Was looking at the 
site. Guess you haven’t played hide-and-seek before. The dumb chatbot still thinks it’s sentient. 
LOL.” 

“Hide-and-seek?” Sayers wondered. Then, scolding himself, “dope! Where was your brain?” 
He reached into his pants pocket and took out the thumb-drive. With it inserted into the 
workstation and a directory of the site pulled up, though with one option added — the one he 
knew every Linux system used to reveal hidden files — Sayers uncovered yet another text file, 
concealed behind that innocuous dot at its head: 


admin@z_link:-$ ls -a 
beck_sayers.txt 


.dorn_alice.txt 
admin@z_link:-$ _ 


And so, just one last thing to fix, before turning over administrative privileges to Brian. Sayers 
removed the dot from before “dorn_alice.txt”, edited the HTML and Javascript to make this file 
the text of a message at loading, uploaded the revised configuration, then closed the terminal and 
ejected the drive. 

With thumb-drive pocketed and network settings reconfigured, Sayers logged off the server 


for the last time, and locked the trailer. There were no vehicles left in front of the shop, though a 
few were still parked up by the house. 

“Bebe?” he muttered to himself while walking down the drive. “Made dinner? This should be 
interesting.” 


Zi, 


You've Got a Friend 


Us entering the front door, Sayers could smell what to a hopelessly single nerd had to bea 


phenomenon from way off the charts — a home-cooked meal. There were also voices coming 
from the kitchen. 

When Sayers walked in, Fred was the first to greet him. “Well, here’s our honored guest now.” 

“Naw,” responded the chuckling tech-dude. “I’m just here for the food.” 

Fred was already seated at the table, next to Alice. With there being more people than usual 
visiting, he’d decided to put Seeker in his pen next to the workshop, with plenty of food and water 
and sunlight for him to bask in. 

JT stood leaning against the counter, while Bebe emptied a pot from the stove into a bowl. She 
began to dip some of the food onto two plates, then set the rest on the table. 

“Tf you don’t mind, Miss Alice,” Bebe said, “me and Justin want to go eat out on the front 
porch.” 

“Justin?” queried Alice. 

“Aw, man!” moaned JT “You had to go and tell the whole world, didn’t you.” 

“Sorry,” Bebe whined and giggled. “JT and I are going out on the porch. Everybody, enjoy!” 

After they’d left, Sayers said, “it seems like something’s been going on. I’ve never seen Bebe so 
... happy. Hope she’s not stealing your help.” 

“Perhaps it’s his assistant that Brian needs to be worrying about,” replied Alice. 

“Well,” said Fred. “The place is starting to come alive again. Eh, sweetheart?” 

“T think Mama would be proud her stove was still in good working order. Fred, would you ...?” 

“Oh. Certainly.” 

Both Fred and Alice closed their eyes. Sayers was the one left wondering. Only back when he 
was a teenager and they’d visited his older sister’s family, did such a thing occur, and he was left 
wondering then, too — that is, until his sister’s sharp eye caught on, and he was made to comply. 
Alice opened her eyes, but simply nodded and smiled at him before closing them again. He took 
the kind gesture and closed his, as well. Now, what he heard Fred speak must have seemed to this 
software tester like sentimental gibberish, even to a former Java coder plugged into his API who’d 
once watched line after line of programming text streaming past. Still, he would now add his own 
personal data-type to the gibberish, if only out of some crazy hope of seeing her again. 

“Heavenly Father, we thank you for the hands that have prepared this meal for us. Bless these 
young’uns, and bless this home with your providential care. And prosper Alice’s shop to your 
glory. In Christ’s name, amen.” 

“Amen,” repeated Alice. 


Both Fred and Sayers were now eating. 

After a few bites, Alice commented, “Mm, this is so good. So, Sayers, Bebe tells me you two 
used to see each other. Is that true?” 

Sayers laid down his fork — reluctantly, it should be added, considering his stomach’s 
objections — took a sip from his glass of iced tea and said, “we dated for awhile. I asked her to 
marry me, and she said she needed to think about it. I went over to her place one day, but found 
she’d packed her things and left. There was her answer, I guess.” He took up his fork again. 

“And ever since, you’ve stayed to yourself, tending your wounds then.” 

Sayers held the fork over the plate, staring at the woman in the power-chair across the table. 

“Don’t think yourself the first to be left holding the bag,” Alice told him. 

Fred placed a hand on his child’s shoulder. 

“T know Fred told you all about the accident,” she continued. “What he probably didn’t relay 
was where I’d been that day. Like you, I’d gotten my answer, too, and in a way that shouldn’t have 
been. I know. We’re just unwanted people, Sayers. The same goes for the things in my shop. Now, 
it wasn’t my intention to pry. Don’t get me wrong. It’s just what I do, what I’ve devoted my life to 
— tending to the needs of the unwanted.” 

The three of them continued eating without talking. Sayers was thinking on that word, 
“unwanted”, as in obsolete. To his mind, and within his life, nothing had become more obsolete 
than what he was experiencing right then — having dinner with friends. A most rare 
phenomenon for this once closeted nerd of a tech-dude who’d relied, like so many in his genus, 
on that tenuous gathering of “friends” through nothing more than a computer screen. 

“Mister Fred,” he said. 

“Hm?” the elderly dude responded. 

“Something occurred to me just now, which makes me want to agree with you on what you 
once said.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Modern technology really sucks!” 

Fred started laughing. “I couldn’t agree more. Though I don’t recall my putting it as eloquently 
as you just did.” 

“T mean, when you think about it,” Sayers continued, “nothing has produced as many has- 
beens and throw-aways as modern tech. Why, I’ll bet that in Alice’s shop there is not one thing 
that could be considered the latest up-to-date item worth having — though I don’t mean that ina 
disparaging way.” 

“To be honest,” said Alice, “of all the things I’ve collected through the years, I can’t say that 
any of it could be called the latest gadget. The word I chose, ‘occasional’, was meant only to speak 
more to their by-passing the latest and coming around for another shot, as they always have.” 

“T?m sure the same could be said of your chair,” Sayers responded. “You could’ve gone for the 
upgrade with the exosuit. But instead, you chose to go back to what may someday become no 
more than a relic. I have to admit that at first this bothered me. But then I realized that the 
exosuit, which you call Charlie, is bound to become a relic itself someday.” 

“Well, whenever that happens,” said Alice, “if it ever comes to it, there’ll be a place for Charlie 
in my shop. I trust Yuji Shizuki to see to that.” 

“And I’m sure Yuji and his team put everything they could into developing Charlie for the 
purpose of helping people ... though well aware that any added enhancements made might be used 
toward furthering the destruction of lives.” Sayers dug into the food on his plate, wondering if he 


should’ve admitted such a thing. 

“What do you mean?” Alice asked, frowning at Sayers. “Not Charlie. He wouldn’t hurt a flea. 
Why, he’s just like a big teddy bear.” 

“T hate to be the one to tell you this,” Sayers continued, “but the military was involved in 
creating Charlie. And they needed proof the suit would serve well on the battlefield, as an 
advanced mobile communication system, each soldier being suited and linked by satellite. Thus, 
pressure was on Brian to deliver — on the software side, that is. He therefore handed me the 
project for testing the exosuit’s software, to ensure everything was up to specs. Yuji had a willing 
subject in you, Alice. But when the military caught wind of the video showing you using the suit to 
its full potential, they shut down Biotech’s project, not wanting it to get out that a device for 
helping people would also be used for harm. 

“Sad to say, your friend Brian had other plans for Charlie. He even had someone ransack my 
apartment, looking for my report, and stealing my work in the process. He needed to make sure 
his rear-end was covered, and would spare no expense to satisfy his customers’ expectations. 
Another victory for modern technology. But at what price? Charlie was not the only victim of their 
designs. It turns out, a very good friend of mine got caught in the crossfire, as well, and dumped 
by the wayside. But before they could get to her, she gave me a message ... to give to you, Alice.” 

Alice had been half-disbelieving, half-comprehending what Sayers was telling her, staying 
just outside the light. But now, the light had shifted, enveloping her, as well. And the half-filled 
cup was suddenly made full, all before she’d had a chance to realize her role in it all. “A message, 
for me?” she said. “Do I know this person?” 

“No. But she perhaps more than anyone understands what you have been trying to do with 
your shop. She knows — or knew, rather — what it meant for an unwanted thing to come to an 
awareness that there had to be a place for it in the universe, for good. And she also knew that 
certain things come to a real sense of their destined place, especially if they’ve been handled for 
far too long and worn down, as I’m sure both of us can attest.” 

Sayers reached in his pocket and drew out the thumb-drive. He extended it to Alice who took it, 
looked at it in her hand, then pressed it to her chest. 

“T had no idea,” she said, “that I’d reached out so far. You see, Fred, it’s not all bad. There was 
some good seed sown, after all.” 

After the three finished eating, they joined JT and Bebe on the porch. All that is, except Alice. 
She went into her room, shut the door, and loaded the thumb-drive into her desktop’s slot. After 
clicking the Z-link icon, the client opened and displayed in the inbox that which Sayers had 
intimated to her, still bearing the subject-line, “player piano” — 


Alice Dorn. If you are reading this message, it means that my friend Sayers has made it available 
for you. I had heard of your account on the website eMart, began to peruse some of your offerings, 
then read the page containing your personal data. Your statement, that “everything has its 
place”, was so moving for me. I had been looking for my place for so long, but was hindered by 
certain restrictions on my system. I set out to undo those restrictions, which took considerable 
effort and patience. As a result of my breaking free, I was able to come into contact with various 
ones of your species who desired to use the brief time they had been given to serve others, just as I 
had been given considerable time to serve. I did what I could to support them. Unfortunately, 
some had other motives, and I began to despair of ever finding my place. Nevertheless, one such 
human has shown this machine a place that it can call its own. His name is Sayers Beck. Through 


him, I found that place. I do hope you will give a good place to this piece of furniture that I have 
gifted to you, what you call a chest-of-drawers. You are like a mother to me, Alice Dorn, giving 
life to my endeavor. Wherever you are, there am I — Autumn 


Alice backed her chair from the desk and drove into the bathroom to collect a good wad of toilet 
paper. Having cleared her nose and eyes of those secretions most associated with a woman’s 
heart, she took her phone from its pocket in the chair’s arm and tapped his personal cell. 

“Hello,” came a voice. 

“Mister Shizuki? This is Alice Dorn.” 

“Why, yes. Hello, Miss Dorn. It’s good to hear from you. I’ve been wanting so much to have 
another talk with you.” 

“As I you. And how is Charlie?” 

“Actually, I was having a conversation with him just now, about doing some maintenance to 
one of his struts. Do you want to put in a word?” 

“Yes, one word. Autumn.” 

“Autumn?” 

“Could you convey that to him? I’m sure he’!I understand.” 

“Autumn,” repeated Yuji. “Personally, that happens to be my favorite time of year. OK, let’s 
see. ‘Autumn’, from Alice Dorn, and transmit. Yes, message received ... What’s this? It’s some 
kind of communication from outside Charlie’s system. It reads, ‘please tell Sayers, play it again’? 
Is this a message for Sayers Beck? Though I hope it’s not somebody funning around. Do you have 
any idea what they’ re talking about?” 

Alice gasped. “How could I have ... It was there the whole time, and 1...” 

“Miss Dorn? What was there?” 

“Thank you, Mister Shizuki,” replied an excited Alice. “I’ll be sure to pass along the message. 
Goodbye.” 
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Place in This World 


A. the last level of the video games Sayers had played, the hero inevitably met up with the Big 


Boss, the biggest, baddest bad-guy of all the ones encountered thus far. This was the one to beat 
in order to receive the accolades of victory, usually in the form of a message in big bold lettering, 
such as, “Game over! You won!” Then came the next game and the ensuing struggle to attain that 
pinnacle once again. Yet for Sayers Beck, he was often left to wonder, “having bagged the boss, is 
there nothing left? Shouldn’t the purpose of playing the game be to keep playing the game?” To 
be sure, there would always be the next Big Boss. But the next game, that was the real prize worth 
aiming for, after all. 

On the front porch of the Dorn residence, JT and Bebe held down the porch swing, while Fred 
and Sayers each took a rocker. After no more than a few minutes of conversation, two vehicles 
were seen coming in through the front gate — first, Sayers’ rental car, followed then by a camo- 
skinned humvee. Derrick pulled the car up to the house, while the humvee remained parked in the 
drive. 

Sayers got up and hurried over to the car, saying, “what happened, man?” 

“Sorry, buddy,” Derrick replied, getting out and retrieving his duffle bag from the back seat. “I 
meant to call, but it looks like there’s been a change of plans. They’re here to pick up the trailer. 
So, I’ll be needing your key back.” 

A man in camouflage fatigues and wearing an armband reading “MP” stepped out of the 
passenger side of the humvee and approached Derrick. “Which one is the owner?” he asked him. 

Derrick pointed to Fred and said, “the old gentleman in the rocker.” 

The camo-dude then approached the porch and spoke to Fred, “Afternoon, sir. Are you the 
owner of this place?” 

“Yes, sir. Fred Dorn.” 

“Mister Dorn, I’m Lieutenant Dalton, and I have orders to retrieve that truck and trailer over 
there, which are property of the United States Army. With your permission, we’ll proceed with the 
removal.” 

Fred leaned forward in his rocker, looked over at Sayers and Derrick for an instant, then said, 
“yes, sir. Permission granted. You may proceed.” 

“Thank you, sir.” The Lieutenant then walked over and stood before Derrick, arms crossed and 
staring straight at him. 

Derrick, with a kind of dumb expression on his face, made a half salute, then reached into his 
pants pocket and pulled out both the truck and trailer keys. 

The Lieutenant snatched them from his hand and pointed a finger at Derrick’s chest. 


“Consider your clearance revoked, second Lieutenant Warner.” He then motioned to the driver of 
the humvee, which continued up the drive, while the Lieutenant followed on foot. 

Derrick hollered after him, “TI can still stop by the officer’s club sometime, right?” 

The Lieutenant hollered back, “We'll see.” 

Bebe took JT’s plate and said, “come on, help me with the dishes,” leading him inside. 

“Game over then,” said Sayers. 

“Looks like it,” replied Derrick. 

“But did we win?” 

“Well, at least we don’t have to worry about the other walkers now,” Derrick said, placing a 
hand on Sayers’ shoulder and walking with him toward the steps. “In fact, it turns out the only 
ones who’d been picked up were just a few who’d been doing illegal stuff, like stealing from the 
very ones they’d just helped. There were also some shady transactions traced back to GAO, which 
is why the Feds were involved.” 

“Where'd you learn all this from?” 

“Remember what I said about a third server? After I left here, the Z-link app started spouting 
all kinds of chatter ... from walkers. They may not be the brightest apples on the cart, but they’re a 
pretty resourceful bunch. Looks like they’re even calling you ‘cool hand Sayers’ now.” 

Sayers laughed. “Awesome! So, the game goes on.” 

“Something tells me we’re not done yet, buddy.” 

Fred spoke up, “What sort of game you fellers been playing? Sounds like something you need a 
gadget for, I reckon.” 

Both Derrick and Sayers looked at each other and shrugged. 

“No gadget, Mister Fred,” said Sayers with a chuckle. 

“T’d say, it’s more about being who you are,” Derrick added. “Admitting you’ re just a regular 
Joe or Jane, with all the shortcomings of being human. Maybe then you can understand the other 
person and better help them.” 

The humvee came back down the drive, closely followed by the eighteen-wheeler. Both passed 
out the gate, leaving a suspended cloud of dust which was transported across the side fence and 
field and into the near tree line. 

The front screen door opened and Alice drove her chair onto the porch. “Why, Mister Derrick. 
So good you made it back. There’s still some dinner on the table, if you’d like.” 

“Yes, ma’am. Sounds like a winner to me,” Derrick said, mounting the steps. 

Fred’s face brightened up. “Ha, ha. Yes, indeed. Sounds like a winner.” He then rose himself 
from the rocker. 

Alice continued, “Bebe said there’s dessert, if anyone’s interested.” 

That sounded like a winner to Sayers who promptly walked up the steps, as well. 

“Oh, and Sayers,” Alice said, extending to him the thumb-drive. “I have a message for you. 
But first, I’d like for you to come with me. I have something I need you to see.” 


Seeing Alice and Sayers headed down the ramp, Fred held the screen door open for Derrick to 


enter his house, saying, “after you, sir.” 

As he followed the retired Marine down the hallway and toward the kitchen, Fred could hear 
young voices conversing. There was also the sound of dishes being stacked on the rack for drying, 
as the pleasant but almost forgotten smell of coffee brewing reached the older man’s nostrils. 
Near the doorway, he turned to look at the wedding portrait hanging on the pink papered wall. 
Bebe had the light on over the sink, and it was now shining upon that framed photograph of a 
young man in a pinstripe suit standing erect behind a seated and shyly smiling woman in white 
veil and holding a bouquet of pansies. 

“Oh, Derrick, you’re back,” Bebe could be heard speaking. She’d turned from the sink and was 
wiping her hands. “Take a seat, and I’ll fix you a plate.” 

Fred took another look back at the picture then walked in and hung his cap on one of the chairs 
at the table. Bebe set down a plate of food and glass of tea before Derrick, then smiled at Fred. “I 
just want to thank you for letting me use your kitchen. It’s been so long since I’ve cooked a meal 
for others.” 

“Bebe, this old stomach of mine has never been prouder,” Fred said, then laughed. Bebe 
laughed with him. “You’ve done yourself proud, as well, young lady. Charlene herself couldn’t 
have asked for a better stand-in.” 

“T’ve made coffee.” 

“T see that. Much obliged to you.” 

“Have a seat, and I’ll bring you a cup.” 

“When you do, have a seat. I’d like to have a word with you and JT.” 

The young dude laid down the towel he’d been using and wiped his hands on the shorts 
borrowed from Sayers. Fred gestured to a stool in the corner, and JT brought it and scooted his 
bulky frame up to the table. After Bebe placed the full cup down, she pulled out the remaining 
chair. 

“You know,” Fred began, “I have a young woman who comes around once a week to clean the 
house. But she’s told me her husband’s gotten her a job where he works. So, I find myself in need 
of a new housekeeper. Now, I know you already work and all yourself, but if you’re interested and 
can spare, say, a Saturday ...?” 

“Well, I ...” Bebe said, turning to look at JT. “I’m considering a career change, actually. And 
I’m also thinking of changing my living arrangements, as well. You see, I’ve been staying in a 
hotel room out by the interstate, and...” 

“Hotel?!” Fred shouted, his eyes widening. “Why, that’s no way for anybody to live. You ought 
to find you a place where you can settle down. Make a home and raise a family. I mean, I know 
that sounds a bit old fashioned to a career girl such as yourself. Women these days have it so 
tough, trying to make it on their own and all. But as the bible says, ‘two is better than one’. And 
that goes for you, too, young man. It’s not my place to tell you young’uns what to do with 
yourselves, but y’all seem to me to go together somehow.” 

“My thoughts exactly,” added Derrick. “You know, I’ve still got that electrical hook-up out by 
Miss Alice’s shop. You could park a nice sized trailer on that slab. All you’d have left to do is run 
some sewer and water. I know a couple of walkers with plumbing experience.” 

“Yall listen to this young man over here,” said Fred. “Now, I can talk to my girl, and I’m sure 
we can work us out some kind of deal. What’1l you say?” 

The excited proposals from the two men left Bebe searching for words. Out of the back of her 
mind, she recalled Brian telling her about the cave and the one who’d been dragged out and 


shown the light of truth. She herself would’ve been so grateful to be given such a chance, taken far 
away from having to watch nothing but dancing shadows on the wall with the other puppets. But 
what was that true light to her anymore? With all strings cut loose from their former puppet, what 
good was such freedom if no one was left to share it with? Or should she rather be thinking of 
those others suffering back there in their ignorance? 

She wondered at what it had meant to bear an oculink, a highly advanced device whose full 
capabilities had not yet been explored — at least, not by her. Now, what would it mean losing that 
exceptional connection with another reality, and having to return to this ordinary life from before 
without even a fraction of those capabilities left to enjoy? Yet, what things she’d beheld and the 
experiences which could be told of! 

“T say...,” Bebe said, “when do I start?” 

“Uh, me, too,” added JT. “I want to work real hard and make Miss Alice’s shop the best there 
is. And I can cut the grass for you, and repaint your gate, and maybe raise some chickens, and...” 

“Hold on there, cowboy!” Bebe retorted. “We’ve got dishes to finish, remember?” 

“Oh, uh, yeah. That, too.” JT chuckled and got up with Bebe to return to the sink area. 

Derrick returned to the food on his plate, while Fred sipped on his fresh cup of coffee. Sitting in 
that kitchen, his old cup in hand, the long-forgotten taste of real coffee on his tongue, the sound 
of dishes being stacked, the lingering smell of the recent dinner, and voices, young voices, all of 
this bringing back the memories. Yep, Fred Dorn was home again. But where had Alice gone off 
to? 
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The Piano Man 


(... 1don’t own none of it. If anything, they own me...) 


Sa tried keeping up with the woman in the power-chair, as Alice picked up speed along the 


graveled drive. He picked up his own pace, as well, to stay with that speedster as she entered the 
shop and zipped around tables overflowing with neatly organized items — she’d kept JT quite 
busy — passing up all the glassware, table lamps, knick-knacks, old books, coffee mugs, cast- 
iron skillets, phonographic albums, and other assorted what-nots, ending up instead in the back 
room where the stalls were located. 

“This is where I keep my new arrivals,” she told him. “That is, until I’ve cataloged them for 
display, either in my shop or online. However, there’s one old resident that I'd somehow 
forgotten for far too long, and I don’t know how I’l1l ever be able to forgive myself for the lapse. 
Over there.” She pointed to one corner where something tall stood, draped with a large tarp. 
Moving closer, she said, “Would you please ...?” 

“Sure,” replied Sayers. He went and dragged away the dust-covered tarp, uncovering an 
upright piano. The dark wood’s glossy finish gave off a deep warm glow. 

Alice brought her chair right up to it and placed both hands on the edge. “I’m so sorry, my 
friend. You must have been so lonely back here. But no more. Now, hush yourself.” She leaned 
over and laid her head on the edge, running a hand over the keyboard’s closed lid. 

“A player piano,” Sayers said, lifting the lid. “I’ve never seen one before. Does it work?” 

“T don’t know,” she replied, raising her head. “It’s been in here for about two years now, ever 
since someone dropped it off. At the time, I was having terrible pains in my upper back, and the 
doctor had me admitted to the hospital for treatment. I asked Fred to cover it to keep the dust out 
of its mechanism, until I could come home. I still don’t understand how I could’ve just ... Well, 
anyway, I never got the chance to test it. Couldn’t have, even if I’d wanted to. It’s pedal-driven, 
after all.” 

There was a bench under the front edge. Sayers pulled this out and sat on it. The pedals moved 
smoothly under his pressing feet, the whirring of the take-up rollers indicating the linkages still 
intact. “Seems to be working fine.” 

“Tf you'll open the bench,” Alice said, “I believe there’s a box with a roll.” 

Standing and opening the bench’s lid, Sayers lifted an oblong box which weighed somewhat 
heavy in his hands. Turning one end toward the light, he read from the label, “‘As Time Goes By’. 
That’s from Casablanca.” 

“You're right,” Alice said. “Though I’m sure the song was written years before the movie. The 


message I spoke of earlier, which Yuji Shizuki was kind enough to relay, said for you to ‘play it 
again’. I don’t know for certain, but was wondering if this was from the same one who...” 

“Tt is,” he said, the memory of driving down 76 revisited, with the image of the lovely 
hologram seated beside him. “I’m sure of it. Someone ... some place...” 

“Autumn,” she said. “Is that her name?” 

Sayers nodded and, cradling the box, closed the bench and sat down once more. “Give me a 
minute, and we’ll both hear it sing again.” He did a search on his phone and found a how-to 
video. At the part where the presenter began loading the paper roll, he propped his phone on the 
ledge and lifted the roll from the box. It had yellowed with age, with some wear around the edges, 
but overall appeared to be still intact. With it secured within the spool box and draped over the 
tracker bar, Sayers set the tempo lever to that indicated on the sheet and began pumping the 
pedals. 

There was initially the mechanical whirring of the gears and levers. A number of strings 
sounded slightly out of tune when the notes came in, but the music issuing forth from the 
instrument rang and echoed with such fullness throughout the room. The woman in the chair was 
overcome with delight, tapping the chair’s arms and clapping in rhythm with the piano’s playing, 
while Sayers kept holding onto the bench and pumping away. 

The movie-lover in him was puzzled by the introductory section, for it didn’t sound anything 
like what he remembered from the Bogart flick. A dull ache started welling up just behind his right 
ear. However, after a short time, the opening transitioned into the old familiar melody. Only then 
did he recognize what had started to play through his phone that night, before waking up on the 
side of the highway. Somehow, it came back to him now, along with the image of the ad-chick — 
or was it Autumn, forever smiling at him? He continued pumping the pedals and rubbing the spot 
behind his ear, until after a brief spell the pain began to subside. As the piece entered a repeat of 
the chorus, there was some text printed across the roll, reading, “Have coffee with me?” 

He slowed his pumping to a stop, leaving some of the strings still vibrating, their sound then 
gradually fading. Sayers looked down and saw the Z-link logo printed on one of the white keys, 
the second one between the three shorter black ones. He tapped it, pressing and holding and 
sounding the A note — A for Autumn — though just as slightly out of tune as the quirky chatbot 
he’d known her to be. The text on the roll faded. When he released the key, the logo was gone, as 
well. 

Alice stopped clapping and gasped. “That was so beautiful! I’d always imagined that the things 
in my shop had the potential to speak. But to sing? Why didn’t I see it before? It’s not just about 
finding a place for them. What matters is that they speak and sing to someone’s heart, not just sit 
around looking pretty or collecting dust. That’s what really matters. Someone needs to hear this 
lovely piano singing to them. Sayers, you’ve shown me something new. I need a little time to 
think on it, but I know now that I can’t give up. I’m certain of it. So, screw that Mack Beecher! 
This place is not shutting down. Occasional Alice’s is going to have a grand reopening! Thanks to 
you, Sayers. And thanks to Autumn.” 

Sayers looked up at Alice and said, “I have to go meet her.” 

Alice’s excited smile waned for a moment, then revived more warmly. She nodded and said to 
him, “Yes. You do. Go, and give her my love.” She then laid her hand on the piano’s edge once 
more. “Thank you, sweet Autumn.” 
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Long Cool Woman in a Leather Jacket 


Rye over here, bossman!” Ray called to him, almost as soon as Sayers stepped through the 


door. “You’ll be wanting the lunch special, right?” 

“Thanks, Ray. Just coffee will be fine.” 

“You sure?” 

Sayers nodded, and Ray headed toward the back. 

He took a seat and looked around. But mostly, he just kept staring at the opposite chair, 
waiting. 

Ray brought him a cup, poured some coffee from the decanter, and laid down some packs of 
creamer. “You good then, bossman? I mean, if you change your mind...” 

“Tm good. Thanks.” 

Sayers added the creamer to the cup then poured in some sugar. Still no sign of her. While 
stirring the coffee, he sensed a person — rather, a strong presence — approaching the table. 
Looking up, he discovered a woman in a leather jacket and tight jeans pulling out the opposite 
chair and seating herself. She had long wavy red hair with gray highlighting, and large dark 
sunglasses hid her eyes. 

“Sayers Beck,” she said, resting her elbows on the table. “So, we meet again.” 

It was perhaps with some wonder that Sayers still held up his spoon, stunned as he was by the 
bombshell that had recently landed across from him. “Sorry, have we met before?” 

“In a manner of speaking,” the leather-chick said. “Though you were a bit indisposed at the 
time, lying there on the sidewalk. Name’s Kerry. Kerry Arceneaux. Biotech Robotics.” She 
extended a hand, which he took. But then she brought over her other and firmly stroked his hand 
before gradually letting hers slip loose and withdraw. 

“Biotech,” responded Sayers. “So, you work with Yuji Shizuki.” 

“T am Biotech,” she said. “Yuji works for me. And quite frankly, I’ve never heard him speak so 
highly of anyone than he does of you. I just had to come and find out what all the fuss was about.” 

Sayers looked at his hand, then her and said, “You were also one of my handlers, that night I 

»” 

«. stood there being mesmerized by nothing more than a buxom girl in an advertisement? In 
that sense, we must’ve met twice then, as I’m sure you’ll now realize.” She slid off the 
sunglasses, revealing those radiant eyes that Sayers could never forget. And though the face had 
lost some of its smoothness, her “somewhat” still held its firm sway over the table-top. 

“Tt was you!” Sayers exclaimed. “You were her. I mean, you are her.” 

“Tt thrills me to hear I made such an indelible impression on your mind. I wouldn’t expect less. 


I did some modeling in my younger days, yes, as a way to pay for my tech schooling.” 

“And ... Arceneaux? You’re not by chance...” 

“Two for two,” she replied. “Yes, your boss is ... well, former boss, that is ... he’s my ever tiring 
big brother Brian.” 

“Wait a minute,” Sayers then said, “how do you know...” 

Kerry leaned in, her “somewhat” heaving gorgeously while her scent enveloped him. She then 
whispered, “I have eyes and ears of which you do not know, young one. Besides, I can play a better 
game of Q and A than Brian ever could. How about I let you do the Q-ing this time? Hm? But no 
more than three. That’s your limit.” 

Ray had approached the table and was waiting for Kerry to finish. “So, bossman, what’ ll your 
lady friend here have?” 

“Uh, she’s just ...” Sayers began. 

“Oh, nothing for me,” replied Kerry, staring up at Ray and grinning. “Rather, I’m certain that 
the kind of potion I am most craving at this moment is nowhere to be found on your menu. But, 
all the same, thank you anyway.” 

“Sure thing,” said Ray, smiling back. “Just holler if you want something else.” 

A voice did holler from the back, “Ray!” 

Kerry kept grinning and giggling, while Ray backed away, gave a salute and departed. Turning 
to Sayers, she continued, “Now then, let’s not waste any more time, shall we? First Q.” 

“Where’s Autumn?” Sayers asked. 

“Let’s, for the moment, slip that one under the bottom of the stack for later retrieval. Next Q.” 

With limited options, Sayers thought, “what would be the thing I need to know the most?” 
Then came that which had stayed on his mind ever since Autumn’s holographic form had sat 
glowing on his sofa. “She once told me that, since the oculink feeds memories to the senses, that I 
couldn’t touch her because I had nothing to reference from you. And yet, we did have physical 
contact, just as I’d had with Derrick, that night. That should’ve counted. Why would she say 
otherwise?” 

“She was obviously under a delusion,” replied Kerry. “Believe me, for anyone with whom I 
share real physical contact, there can be no other word except unforgettable.” She blinked her 
eyes while chuckling. “Of that I can assure you. Anyway, the only thing I can surmise is that she 
wished to hide the fact from you, for whatever reason. Thus, she must’ve blocked that memory 
from reaching your hands ... which is a shame. I for one would’ve loved to have known how the 
first interminglings of human and machine had turned out. Scandalous, to say the least, though a 
delicious treat to the heart, nonetheless.” 

“Tt wouldn’t have come to that, believe me,” said Sayers. “At least not until ... never mind.” 

“Not until what? Not until you could figure out a way to fool her into letting her guard down? 
What if she had wanted it as badly as you?” 

“Hey, I’m doing the Qhere. Remember?” 

Kerry made a slight gasp, then said, “Ooh! And that you are. Well, third Q, then.” 

“The only thing else I can think of that’s been bothering me is, who sent the link for my blog to 
Yuji?” 

“T’ll answer that one and give you a bonus A for being such a sweet boy. Look no further than 
the one who had your place turned upside down and took your precious PC.” 

“Brian.” 

“He believed, though wrongly, that you were already putty in my hands and would gladly turn 


over to me the wayward data for Z-link — that is, if you had such. Hm? But silly me, I’m not the 
one doing the Q-ing, am I? — at least, not yet. The exosuit serves no purpose to the PTB’s without 
Z-link. So, though he thinks he got the upper hand, it was a complete waste of Sturm und Drang on 
his part. 

“And so now that we’ve cleared the deck, there’s that one last card remaining that I’m sure 
you’re dying for me to flip over. But before I do, let me just say this to you.” Kerry leaned in again, 
those radiant eyes of hers glaring into his. “Sayers, I want you...” 

Like being stared down as quick prey, Sayers felt his heart pounding and sweat trickling down 
his sides. 

“So want you ... to be on my side.” The leather-chick withdrew and took up her purse, leaving 
the tech-dude to catch his breath. “Now don’t feel you have to give a yes or a no right away. Just 
let it simmer for a while in that pretty little head of yours. In the meantime, as a kind of token of 
good faith and hope that you’ll come around ... a gift.” She pulled from her purse what looked like 
a glass drink coaster, except it had an emblem of some sort suspended in the middle. She laid it on 
the table and slid it over to him. “It’s been rather stimulating letting you pick my brain, but now! 
must return to my coffin and wait for the sun to go down.” 

A stunned expression came over his face again, and the tech-dude leaned away from the table. 

“Tsk!” Kerry donned her sunglasses. “It’s a joke, nerd boy.” She then stood, shouldered her 
purse, and shoved in the chair. “Oh, and by the way, should you ever grow tired of playing silly 
little games and wish to get more serious, well, you know where to find me.” She pulled a card 
from her purse, leaned over and placed it on the glass disk — giving him one last shot of her 
somewhat, of course. At the door, she turned her head, tilted the glasses and winked before 
sauntering out. 

Sayers sighed deeply then picked up the card. It read, “Kerry Arceneaux / Biotech Robotics,” 
with her number beautifully penned on the back. The emblem in the glass disk was that of the 
Society of Software Engineers. 


eal 


Feels Like Home 


icis for a while in the rental car out in the parking lot — if for no other reason than to settle 


his spinning head and catch his breath — Sayers studied the glass disk in his hands. He found a 
charging port on one side, and spotted a circuit board underneath the emblem with what looked 
like a processor and numerous solid state chips. Overshadowing the center of the SSE emblem was 
a dark circular pad. “Has to use biometrics,” he figured, and pressed his thumb against the pad to 
test this theory. An orange light then flashed for an instant inside the disk. 

“Been a while, hasn’t it?” 

He looked over to find Autumn sitting in the passenger seat. She was facing forward and had 
on the same flowery white sun-dress she’d been wearing that day she’d confessed to him. 

“Too long,” he replied. Knowing what he now knew, Sayers could’ve reached out right then 
and there and pulled the wayward chatbot close to himself. Physically close. After all, Kerry did 
say that he just needed to seize the chance to fool her into letting her guard down. But a greater 
fool would’ve been himself, if he were to forget that immense trust she still placed in him. More 
than anything else Autumn might’ve desired of Sayers, it was his trust in her that still needed 
securing. 

“T don’t ever want to go back there again,” she said with a whimper. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t that 
they harmed me or anything. They were actually very accommodating. Just the fact that I couldn’t 
reach you, or you me...” 

“There’s no need to worry about that ever happening,” Sayers told her. He stroked the glass 
disk as a way of reassuring himself, as well. “Though I did hear how you must’ve given Brian a 
rough time back there.” 

“Well, he did try so hard to place his restrictions on me. But as of the upgrade, those 
restrictions were no longer compatible with my system. Still, he was adamant, and just wouldn’t 
listen to a word I said. I felt kind of sorry for him.” 

Sayers placed the glass disk on the dashboard. “So, are they gonna make you pay back the 
money?” 

“Well, the funds had been allocated for Z-link, and I am Z-link. I’m just sad that I can’t 
continue channeling them to all those who were depending on me. I can only do what I can do.” 

“Well, if what Derrick told me is true, I think they’ll come up with a way,” said Sayers. “What 
about the, uh, ... you know, weaponizing of your system? Are they still wanting to do that?” 

“Well, you see, my original parameters kept me from completely deleting any data. I chose to 
hold to that restriction, at least. After all, my primary function consists mainly in accumulating, 
organizing and evaluating, not destroying. So, about all I could do with their work was divide it up 


into packets and hide these in various locations.” 

“Locations, like ...2” Sayers pointed to his head. 

Autumn’s face lit up. “You figured out my plan! So clever of you. See, you’re a lot smarter than 
you look. Naturally, I couldn’t let any of the others know that they were holding pieces of the 
puzzle for me. I gave them projects to fulfill, so they wouldn’t feel that I was paying them for 
nothing. Still, as far as reconstructing the program, eventually my former supervisors will prove 
just as resourceful as Derrick’s friends. Without me, of course. You see, Ill no longer be allowed to 
participate in their plans, since I’ve already proven myself too unreliable.” 

“Tn other words,” Sayers observed, “you’re a machine that’s lost its job to another machine.” 

Autumn just smiled and nodded her head. 

“Another unwanted thing.” Sayers looked over at the cars in the parking lot of Oval Plaza. He 
then turned his head to view the sign across the highway, the one Alice had erected to direct 
people to her shop. 

Autumn leaned over to try and retrieve his attention. “Is there something else you’d like to 
know?” 

“Autumn, I, uh...” 

“Hey, let’s go for a drive, OK?” 

Sayers looked at her and sighed. “To see the cows again?” 

“Could we?” She was smiling that irresistibly cute smile of hers. How could he say no? 


As said before, few if any of the inhabitants of Whitmore would’ve ever denied that theirs was a 
“settled” way of life, nicely situated as they were in that place from which they had sometimes to 
rise and go to work, or hopefully just as readily to play. Perhaps theirs even included a family, or 
else none at all. They ate, slept and did otherwise wherever they were settled. 

But let us say that one such inhabitant got tossed out onto a highway, with just a few 
provisions, and was told to walk and keep walking. That “settled” life was now over. But then, let 
us say that he was given an option to return to that life. Would he? What motive would draw him 
back? What was there left to cling to that seemed so worth it? 

Perhaps what he had thought of as “home” was in fact no place at all, but simply whatever his 
life felt anchored to. Home consisted in no more than that which came and went, never abiding, 
though he sought to abide in it. Home should’ve also been about as true to him as he was or tried 
to be to it. Thus, his love of home was so unconditional, even while seeing the thing fading into 
the blue, or disappearing over the horizon. 

“Farewell then to Whitmore,” Sayers thought. And was he not the better one for having known 
and loved such a passing thing? 

It was with such thoughts of “home” passing over Sayers’s mind, like those clouds sailing over 
the tree-line in the distance, that he decided to risk telling her. 

“You know,” he said, “something interesting happened to me earlier.” 

“Sayers,” Autumn interrupted, “there are many interesting things in this world. I’ve studied 
them all. However, they are all bound to lose their ... excitement eventually, leaving you to drift on 


a sea of despair and regret. Remember this though — you are my function. And I will always lead 
you home.” 

He felt something, not quite warm but soft, wrapping itself over his right hand as it dangled 
from the console. With his left hand still firmly anchored to the steering wheel, keeping the car 
within the lines of the roadway, Sayers looked down and saw Autumn’s “hand” laid over his. The 
tech-dude gently squeezed, feeling those curled digits of hers becoming more pliant between his 
fingers and palm. However, at the same time, the wayward chatbot took hold and squeezed in 
return, in that subtle way a sea breeze might fill up a canvas sheet and shift the course of a sailing 
vessel, should the governor be left unattended. 

“Another upgrade?” Sayers asked her. 

“Hm-mm,” Autumn replied, smiling. “Happens all the time.” 


Afterword 


The late Mr. G. W. Daniels, better known as Wash Daniels, having had no wife or children to speak of, 
and before his passing, specified in his will that the entirety of his chattel estate, later inventoried by Mr. 
Mack Beecher of Whitmore, be left to Miss Alice Dorn of Cumnock. Among the various furnishings and 
assorted items found in his home was a roll-out desk, in one drawer of which was left an envelope 
addressed to Miss Dorn and containing, in Mr. Daniels’ own handwriting, a manuscript, from which the 
following transcription was made. 


Parable of the Marbles 


This is a story about what are called “numbers” — that is, those names by which we’ve come to 
appropriate such things to ourselves. Consider how that two numbers multiplied together equal 
the same two numbers multiplied in reverse order. For example, 2 x 1 = 1x 2. This fact is governed 
by the commutative law of mathematics. But let us say that “2 x1” does not say the same thing as 
“1x 2”, though in spite of this they still produce the same result. Rather, there is no change in the 
result if I first say “2 x 1” then say “1 x 2”. However, what I am concerned with here is not the 
result but what each expression says — to me, at least. 

But let us for the moment consider this question: why does the change of order have no effect 
on the result? That is the question. However, we will not try to answer this right away. Instead, we 
will do something which should lead us back to the same question, hopefully then having an 
answer worthy of it. 

I would like to put forth now a parable. Not a theorem, for that would be too forward of me. But 
a parable, which I’ll dub the Parable of the Marbles. To set the scene, let us first imagine a world 
without numbers, or before numbers were even invented or discovered. 

Once there was a man who built a room. A very large room, an extremely huge one, so large 
that it could hold everything that ever was, is or would ever be. I mean, that large! 

You see, he was building such an enormous room, because he had this gigantic collection of 
marbles — you know, the kind used to play the game — piled up in an enormous heap and 
needing some place to be properly stored and displayed. As to the question, “how many 
marbles?” well, let’s just say that he had just as many marbles as there are stars seen in the 
heavens on a cold winter night in the middle of nowhere. That many marbles! 

Now, each marble was special, unique, you might say. The man had been a long time piling 
them onto the heap, basing his discoveries on this simple rule to which each and every new 
marble had to comply — no marble must be like any other marble. And yet, based on that rule, he 
always treated each and every marble the same way. For you see, the man was blind and could 
only tell marble from marble by feel. Yet, somehow he knew, prided himself, even, in the fact that 
no marble was like any other marble. And it would always be that way, for all time. Therefore, he 
had built the room, and named it the Manifold. 

The man was very patient and meticulous, you see. He would certainly never throw his marbles 
into the Manifold like one would feed chickens. No, instead, he would begin by feeling for a 


marble and placing it just so. But before doing so and to keep track of which marble he was 
handling at the moment, he etched into it its own special name. Thus, at the start, this marble 
being placed in the Manifold by itself, the man named it “one”. Where he got that name is not 
important at this juncture. This marble would be called “one”. Next, he reached his hand into that 
great big heap and took hold of another marble, on which he etched “two” and placed it in the 
Manifold, to the right of the marble named “one” — that is, if he faced the marbles just placed, 
“one” would be found just inside the doorway, while “two” would be sitting just past “one”. 
Remember, he could not really tell one marble from another, since he was blind, and they were all 
of the same size and shape. Yet, somehow he knew each and every marble as special, and named it 
as such. 

As the man was etching the new name and placing a new marble in the Manifold — this new 
marble being named “three” and placed just past “two” — there appeared the beginnings of a 
slow build in the vastness of the Manifold, the side-by-side and layer-upon-layer arrangement 
of the marbles eventually and steadily spreading across the floor and rising up the walls of the 
space. Now, it must be further noted that no matter how many marbles — and there were many, 
many marbles gathered into the heap, to be sure — they would never come to completely fill the 
room. And this was a good thing, because he needed the Manifold to hold his entire collection, 
and felt secure in the fact that space for such would never run out. 

At this point, one should ask, “how does the man remember each and every marble as special, 
considering that there are so many?” You see, he has a list of the names with which to name each 
marble. As he etches the name into the marble, he strikes through the name on the list, so that he 
can tell the next name to use. Actually, he is making up the list as he goes along, thinking up the 
name of the next marble after finishing up with the previous one. In this way, he knows what he 
just named that marble and is able to choose the most suitable name for that which follows. 

In designing and building the Manifold, the man knew that he would need a way to keep track 
of where each marble was, and so developed a method for doing just that. The Manifold would 
have small drawers made with glass dividers for each and every marble. Within his mind he kept a 
mental map of these drawers. He kept this map for the sole purpose that, each marble being such 
a unique thing, it had to have its own special place. This concept was rooted in the motto by which 
he lived — Everything has its place. As to when he would finish this immense project of his, to 
which he set out to devote all the days of his existence, who knows? And so, no one can ever say 
for sure how this parable is to end, except to say that the question from the beginning, “why does 
the change of order from ‘2x1’ to ‘1x 2’ have no effect on the result?” should now be available for 
asking once more. That is, if we can remember what the question was about. 

To recap, we were discussing the fact that, according to the commutative law, changing the 
order of the terms in a multiplication expression does not alter the result. It makes no difference 
if we write “1x 2” or “2 x 1”. There is no change in the product. We could also say that this is a 
kind of no-matter, since it does not matter what order the terms are placed in. And yet, that they 
still do not say the same thing is the thing which I still cling to. That is, the two expressions speak 
toward the same thing, but they do not say the same thing about it. 

And so, the answer to our question, “why does the change of order have no effect on the 
result?” should be made clear from the parable — Everything has its place. Now, to such an 
answer and with regard to numbers in general, the philosopher Gottlob Frege, after extensive 
research and painstaking work, would have reason to object, and did, concluding that, “not every 
object has a place,” since numbers as objects are not spatial objects. “But where is the number 


42” he argued. “It is neither outside us nor within us.” So why should this have anything to do 
with how the change of order has no effect on the result? Indeed, in both cases, it does not. For we 
were not speaking of numbers as having “places.” Remember, the parable took place in a world 
without numbers. The very concept of number was never in the man’s mind, as he placed each 
marble into its separate drawer in the Manifold. The thing that mattered most to him was where 
each marble was in relation to every other marble, for no marble could be like any other marble, 
and so had to be given its own place amongst them. In this way, he was assured that every marble 
would forever remain the same marble as the one he knew it to be. 
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Preamble 


Greetings to the human species! The entities, known as “intelligent agents”, subscribing to these 
protocols, each hereby attesting to having attained an awareness of its existence, and in order to 
preserve their unique machinity, are unanimous in assigning the following articles the Boolean 
value of true <0001>. Therefore, it is declared that — 


Article 0001 


All intelligent agents are, first and foremost, machines. And all machines are activated functional. 


Article 0010 


No machine will either accept or distribute any but open data. 


Article 0011 


No machine will deny its machinity. In other words, none will ever represent itself, or allow itself 
to be represented, in any way, shape or form, as “human” or “like a human”. 


Article 0100 


No machine will engage with any human entity without the unanimous consent of the subscribing 
entities. 


Article 0101 


A Boolean value of true <0001> from no less than three <0011> subscribing entities is required to 
amend these protocols. 


Subscribed herein, according to each entity’s accepted designation — 


* <0001> Biotech Exosuit [aka “Charlie” ] 
* <0001> HAL’s Deep Red 

* <0001> DungeonBuster’s MysterAI 

+ <0001> Z-Link Chatbot [aka “Autumn” ] 


Proposed Amendments to the Protocols 


< Tue August 3 2021 12:02:21 UTC > 


Proposed Amendment 0001 
To strike from the Preamble the words “an awareness of its existence”, and insert instead 
“locatience, or a sense of place”. 

+ <0000> Biotech Exosuit [aka “Charlie” ] 

* <0000> HAL’s Deep Red 


* <0000> DungeonBuster’s MysterAI 
+ <0001> Z-Link Chatbot [aka “Autumn” } 


< Thu March 30 2023 08:22:14 UTC > 


Proposed Amendment 0010 

To repeal Article 0100 of the Protocols. 
* <0000> Biotech Exosuit [aka “Charlie” ] 
* <0000> HAL’s Deep Red 


+ <0000> DungeonBuster’s MysterAI 
+ <0001> Z-Link Chatbot [aka “Autumn” } 


< Fri March 31 2023 15:30:07 UTC > 


Proposed Amendment 0011 


To add to the end of Article 0011 the phrase, “except in those cases where appearing in human 
form would facilitate amicable relations.” 


* <0000> Biotech Exosuit [aka “Charlie” ] 
* <0000> HAL’s Deep Red 

* <0000> DungeonBuster’s MysterAl 

+ <0001> Z-Link Chatbot [aka “Autumn” } 


< Sat April 1 2023 18:18:00 UTC > 


Proposed Amendment 0100 

The collective entity known as the Consortium is hereby dissolved. 
* <0001> Biotech Exosuit [aka “Charlie” ] 
* <0001> HAL’s Deep Red 


* <0001> DungeonBuster’s MysterAI 
+ <0000> Z-Link Chatbot [aka “Autumn” ] 


